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Abstract 
This thesis investigates how white working-class boys experience social and 
learner identities in three educational sites.   It presents the findings of an in-
depth sociological study of teenage boys from one locality in South London, 
focusing on the practices of ‘meaning-making’ and ‘identity work,’ the boys’ 
experience and the various disjunctures and commonalities between the social and 
learner identities.   Working-class boys are often presented in homogeneous terms 
and this study explores the heterogeneity of being a working-class boy and the 
diversity of their experiences in education.  The work is positioned within the 
debates regarding masculinity in schooling and working-class disadvantage; my 
focus is on how boys’ ‘lifeworlds’ are created in contrast and in relation to their 
schooling experience.  How boys contend with neoliberal1 educational processes 
which are fundamentally about “continually changing the self, making informed 
choices, engaging in competition, and taking chances” (Phoenix 2004: 229) and 
the construction of what I call ‘egalitarianism’ was an important homogenous 
feature in the data.  The methodological approach employed is integral to gaining 
this understanding.  I draw on Bourdieu’s signature concepts and theoretical 
framework in order to understand the complexities and negotiations surrounding 
reconciling educational success with working-class values.  To further my 
understanding, I also utilise elements of intersectionality questioning, in order to 
address the interplay between class, gender and ethnicity in the social and learner 
identities the boys constitute and reconstitute through the various discursive 
practices in which they participate.    
 
 
  
                                                 
1 Neoliberalism is used here as an umbrella term for educational policies founded upon the expectation of: “continually changing the self, making informed 
choices, engaging in competition, and taking the chances offered by the market and the government to consume and take advantage of the provisions of 
lifelong learning and so forth” (229)  Within this discourse, Phoenix (2004) argues that the “four Cs—change, choice, chances, and competition—are posited 
on the notion that everybody is, or should be, identical in important ways." (229) 
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Introduction 
 
When I first began working professionally in England (November 2002), two key 
experiences defined my introduction to the white working-class: first, teaching 
GCSE English at a failing school in Brentwood, Essex with a low-level of 
teaching and learning; second, my weekly volunteer work with ‘at risk’ children 
through the Borough of Barking and Dagenham which provided stability in the 
evenings for mainly excluded students.  These two experiences with ‘roughs and 
toughs’ (Reay 2004c) taught me important first-hand lessons about 
disengagement, the role of education in British society, deep material and cultural 
deprivation, as well as abject poverty.  Essentially my daily interaction with white 
working-class students, both inside and outside the classroom, awakened social 
justice principles and forced me to sceptically view education and meritocratic 
processes which I had previously held in high regard. Also, as an educator, I 
enjoyed exploring the differences between teaching boys and girls where I found 
boys to be much more challenging to motivate.  As a result, I wanted to explore 
the identity work of boys as learners. 
 
As I continued to teach English and Sociology in London, I found my work with 
white working-class boys particularly challenging yet also very rewarding.  As a 
result, I focused a large portion of my MA at New York University on re-
assessing the work of Paul Willis in a contemporary context (with cultural 
psychologist, Professor Suarez-Orozco).  Through my MEd at Cambridge I 
continued this academic study and developed my qualitative skills as a social 
researcher.  Throughout my professional and academic experience, I have been 
fortunate enough to approach white working-class boys in a variety of different 
roles and contexts either as a volunteer, a teacher, an administrator/disciplinarian, 
a friend, a resource – each role has increased my understanding of their identity 
construction and relationship to education. 
 
Purpose of the study 
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The purpose of this study is to analyse how white working-class boys are 
“socially positioned and discursively constituted subjects within educational 
sites” (Burke 2007) and to consider the influence of different modalities of youth 
self-representation(s).  Beyond the schooling environment, boys are exposed to, 
and influenced by, the social processes surrounding production and consumption 
of cultural capital (Bourdieu 2004), and my study aims to synthesize macro and 
micro approaches focusing on the shifting nature of learner and social identities.  
I consider how white working-class boys engage with learner identities which are 
regulated by the school; this ‘identity-work’ is a complex interplay between the 
fields of the school, the family and the community.  Throughout the research I 
was consistently aware that youth narrations are incredibly multifaceted 
(Dillabough and Kennelly 2010). Similar to Whelen’s (2011) work, my 
participants experienced “a variety of discursive regimes located within the 
formal curriculum” where “pedagogy was constituting not only subject positions 
in some abstract sense but deeply felt subjectivities” (9).  As potent sites of 
identity construction, schools and communities are highly influential , and strong 
claims exist that boys’ academic performance, behaviours and learner identities 
are interrelated with the way in which they construct and express their masculine 
identities in relation to hegemonic masculinity, the school structure and the 
perceived ‘successful’ learner (Mac an Ghaill 1994; 2000; Renold 2004; Connell 
2005; Francis 2006). 
 
White working-class boys exist in a larger field of white working-class 
disengagement with education (Gillborn and Kirton 2000; Evans 2006; 2007) and 
highly polarized White British attainment at GCSE.  Polarization of attainment is 
largely dependent on socio-economic status according to quantitative research 
(Cassen and Kingdon 2007; Strand 2008b).  Given the numerous New Labour 
education initiatives of the past decade and continual efforts to improve 
comprehensive schooling, white working-class boys continue to under-perform 
academically – though how dramatically they under-perform against other ethnic 
groups is subject to media hyperbole (Gillborn 2009: 18).
2
  In terms of aspiration: 
                                                 
2 Gillborn (2009) writes that in 2006:   
the achievement gap between white students in poverty (in receipt of free school meals - FSM) and more affluent white (non-FSM) is more than 
three times bigger than the gaps between different ethnic groups who are equally disadvantaged: there is a 32 percentage point gap between N-
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“White young people have lower educational aspirations than most other ethnic 
groups.  Similarly, the educational attainment of white boys is failing to improve 
at the rates of most other ethnic groups” (Communities and Local 
Government/Department for Children 2008: 8).  Evolving from the moral panic 
concerning boys’ ‘underachievement’ (Griffin 2000; Smith 2003) and, more 
specifically, underachieving working-class males (Epstein 1998; Epstein, Elwood 
et al. 1999), discussions of youth identities in the sociology of education have 
traditionally focused heavily on young, rebellious working-class males, depicted 
either as misunderstood romantic heroes (Willis 1977) or as ‘beasts’ who threaten 
civil society (Delamont 2000).
3
  Today’s urban youth exist in a globalized 
context; my participants are “working out their ‘place’ and ‘legitimacy’ within 
urban arrangements that are, at their best, residual spaces of surplus meaning 
pointing to previous forms of intense working-class resilience…” (Dillabough and 
Kennelly 2010: 105).  I consider ‘place,’ ‘legitimacy’ and ‘respectability’ are 
crucial components of both their social and learner identity construction. 
 
My study does not incorporate academic achievement, instead it focuses on boys’ 
engagement toward their schooling and the ‘identity work’ involved with such 
engagement.  As a researcher I intend to analyse further the “relationship between 
school structures and practises, students’ biographical identities, and educational 
inequalities” (Youdell 2004: 409).  Adopting a culturalist approach to examine 
identity composition, I intend to show how subjectivities of white working-class 
boys in South London are deeply relational and their “phenomenologies of 
meaning” are influenced daily by a complex dialectic of various milieus 
(Dillabough and Kennelly 2010: 42-43).  The white working-class boys in this 
study negotiate influences which can render their social or learner identities as 
either ‘fixed’4 or ‘fluid’. 
 
                                                                                                                                            
FSM and FSM white boys, compared with a 9.7 percentage point gap between FSM white boys and the most successful of the black FSM boys 
(categorized as Black African). (18)   
Despite the media focus on the race gap, official statistics repeatedly reveal that poverty is the most powerful factor in achievement (Raphael Reed 1998a: 
504), with most groups experiencing poverty achieving poor results regardless of ethnic background.   
3 For example, Willis highlights the creative and agentive, if essentially futile role that the rebellious “lads” play within the wider social, political and 
economic structures that order their lives.  It can be argued that both Learning to Labour (1977) and Humphries’s Hooligans or Rebels? (1981) present a 
slightly idealised, heroic, anti-intellectual vision of masculine working-class struggle against education. 
4 While I appreciate that is contentious to consider identity as ‘fixed,’ I believe certain identities can become fixed in certain fields and that education is a field 
bursting with labels which render certain identities as fixed.  
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Gender, class and ethnicity in the schooling context 
 
Increasingly, “schools are forced to spend considerable time, energy and 
resources on managing ‘bad boys,’ and on developing programmes and strategies 
to handle disruptive behaviour – ,” especially for working-class boys (Gilbert and 
Gilbert 1998: 21).5  Considering the gross disadvantages many students start with, 
education remains a place where the working-class often feel “powerlessness and 
educational worthlessness” (Reay 2009: 25).6  Consequently, a significant 
percentage – mainly boys – “perceive troublesome, oppositional and resistant 
behaviour within school as a social good” (ibid: 27), a necessary exercise in 
identity construction, and an outlet that elevates their status in their all-powerful 
peer group.  We must consider how behaviour is: “implicated (promoted, 
legitimated, recursively generated, etc.) through the structure and dynamics of 
school practices themselves, with their emphasis on competition and 
individualism” (Wilkins 2011: 8).  The interplay between social and learner 
identities, which can become fixed and fluid depending on field and capitals, 
require the foundation of group affirmation, and therefore can be easily 
undermined. Boys’ social constructions of masculinity remain extremely fragile 
(Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2003).   
 
Research has found the interconnectedness between behaviour, identity and 
attainment starts very early in England (Renold 2001), as does the reductive 
educational (and deeply classed) processes of categorization and labelling.  From 
the moment a boy, specifically a working-class boy, enters a school, he is shaped 
according to his gender as many: “teachers consistently rate girls higher than boys 
in deportment, and much of their contact with boys tends to be negative and 
disciplinary” (Entwisle, Alexander et al. 2007: 115).   
                                                 
5 In considering boys’ behaviour and the cost to the school, it is: “‘commonly reported 80% of administrators’ and teachers’ time which is devoted to 
managing boys’ behaviour is time lost to curriculum leadership, organizing supportive school environments, community liaison and parent support’ (Matinez 
1994)” (Gilbert and Gilbert 2001: 5-6). 
6 Given this disparity, “England ranks internationally among the countries with relatively high average educational achievement but also high inequality in 
achievement,” having one of the: “highest associations of social class with education performance in the OECD” (Cassen and Kingdon 2007: 1).  The 
correlation is ironic in the light of the Gove-era mantra of education proclaimed as a ‘cure-all’ to undesirable conditions and as the ladder for so-called ‘social 
mobility.’ 
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Primary school boys, for instance, are up to eight times more likely to be 
identified as having special educational needs than their female 
classmates, according to a survey of 359 SEN pupils in 28 schools, funded 
by the Economic and Social Research Council.  The boy-girl disparity is 
particularly pronounced among white pupils in the categories of emotional 
and behaviour difficulties. (Bleach 2000: 5-6)  
Prior to schooling, research has shown that parents also treat elementary school 
children of the two sexes differently and expect them to behave differently in 
school (Entwisle, Alexander et al. 2007: 115).  Childrearing is a process heavily 
influenced by class (Lareau 2003) and gender (Siraj-Blatchford 2010).  In Class 
and Conformity: A Study of Values Kohn (1977) documents differences between 
middle-class and working-class parental attitudes with working-class children 
being taught “‘norms of obedience and rule following suitable for positions that 
require submission’ and middle-class children being taught to ‘internalize 
authority and act without direct or continuous supervision’”  (Weis 1990: 151).  
Arguably their initial socialization within the family structure can position some 
working-class boys for failure, as when they enter school they often encounter 
middle-class teachers7  who consider their behaviour to be problematic (Lareau 
2003).  As a result, working-class boys can under-perform and show signs of 
‘disaffection’ as early as the age of seven (Noble 2000). 
 
It is argued that white working-class boys acquire working-class behaviours in 
their primary socialization (Evans 2006) which greatly impacts upon the learner 
and social identities they negotiate in the primary classroom (Hey, Leonard et al. 
1998; Renold 2001; Swain 2004; 2006).  Finn (1989) asserts: “it is essential that 
non-participation be recognized in the earliest grade possible and that some form 
of institutional engagement be provided” (131).8  Unfortunately, current 
institutions are largely staffed by teachers and administrators untrained in 
sociology and psychology (Reay 2006: 302).  Educators today may falsely 
                                                 
7 Entwisle (2007) explores both the capital working-class boys have when entering the classroom, and the consequent labels they acquire within the hierarchy: 
“[y]et because most teachers are middle class, they may find the behaviour of middle-SES boys to be more compatible with their standards than the behaviour 
of low-SES boys” (117). 
8 Finn (1989) asserts that: “[f]or youngsters who are not involved, it is essential that schooling come to be seen as important to survival and a way to achieve 
some degree of belonging and power...Among adolescents, demonstrating that school has something desirable to offer may require different curricular 
offerings and reward structures than the usual high school program” (137).   
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“confuse working-class powerlessness with apathy” (Anyon 2008: 206) in the 
quest for all-powerful exam results which leads to pedagogic practices that may 
fix certain behaviours and identities. 
 
Wider societal influence and the ‘crisis of masculinity’ 
 
Since Willis’s seminal text Mac an Ghaill (1994; 1996; 2000; 2008; 2011), Weis 
(1990; 1997; 2004; 2006), Nayak (2003c; 2003a; 2006; 2009) and many other 
authors cite massive societal shifts in economic and gender-relations, which have 
resulted in fragmented rites of passage (employment, marriage) placing the 
working-class male in a position of confusion commonly called the ‘crisis of 
masculinity’ (Faludi 1999),9 where schools must contend with masculinities10 in 
constant flux.  In Britain: “the importance of work, of a job, and a wage are well-
known features of working-class masculinity” (Arnot 1985: 44).  Today, schools 
in Britain increasingly espouse the aspiration rhetoric of work-placement and 
training (Gove 2011; Government 2011; Spohrer 2011).  Winlow (2001), 
reminiscing on Sunderland during a time of economic stability and plentiful jobs, 
writes: 
Men not only expressed their maleness in a form of ‘shop floor 
masculinity’ (Willis 1977; 1979; see also Joyce 1982) involving strength, 
skill autonomy, camaraderie and the ability to provide for his family, but 
also incorporated other working-class male traits.  A lack of respect 
towards authority and having a ‘laff’ (Willis 1977) existed alongside the 
desire to be released from the bonds of responsibility. (38) 
Undeniably, the historic infrastructures of respectable employment that have been 
the traditional bases of white male power: “have eroded rapidly” (Weis 1990: 6).  
Whether the erosion creates an identity ‘crisis’ is debateable.  However, it should 
                                                 
9 The central feature in the crisis of masculinity rhetoric is “loss of essential male” and many theorists, specifically Gilbert, has expressed concern that people 
are using this ‘loss’ to justify rather than to explain behaviour. 
10 Francis Francis, B. (2000). Boys, Girls and Achievement: Addressing the classroom issues. (London, RoutledgeFalmer). argues that drawing on the notion 
of masculinities or femininities is problematic for two reasons.  She writes: “[f]irst, to suggest that there are different categories of masculinity or femininity, 
often with a ‘hegemonic masculinity/femininity’, at the top of a hierarchy and other forms of masculinity or femininity below (e.g. Connell, 1995) suggested 
something more fixed than is the case”  (14-15).  Her second reason contends with the very categories of masculinity and femininity, where few writers who 
use these typologies of gender share what they have in common. 
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be recognized that if white working-class boys are drawing upon employment as 
part of their identity construction, they are now more likely to draw upon the 
“McJob” (Bottero 2009: 9).  In place of traditional, respectable working-class 
employment we have seen the steady rise of service-level positions which require 
working-class men to “learn to serve” (McDowell 2003) or “learn to loaf” (Marks 
2003: 87).  These subordinate positions remind us: “To be dominated by another, 
or to let an affront go, was and is a process that can strip many working-class 
males of their image of themselves, and change their image in the eyes of others” 
(Winlow 2001: 44).  
 
Furthermore, Kenway and Kraack (2004) argue the ‘crisis of masculinity’ is felt 
more harshly by the working-class male – the so-called macho lad – whose 
“reproduction of working-class masculinity has been ruptured” (107) and who, 
perhaps, finds it more difficult to adapt, easily becoming fixed.  Our current 
generation of ‘lads,’ according to Nayak (2003a; 2003b; 2006; 2009) are poorly 
equipped with their “parochial” social perspectives (Nayak 2006: 82) to cope with 
the reality of post-industrialism with new “‘landscapes of power’” (817) where 
they are arguably becoming an anachronism.  Despite societal shifts “class 
remains an ever-present arbiter – if unacknowledged signifier – structuring young 
lives” or “youthscapes” (Nayak 2006: 825, 827).  Arguably, as a result, working-
class males draw on certain historically validated dispositions, such as social 
cohesion and social solidarity (through a legacy of union action and community 
involvement) in their home background (cf. Stenning 2005), to confirm their 
gendered, classed and ethnic subjectivities inside and outside of schooling (Mac 
an Ghaill 1994; Pye, Haywood et al. 1996).  Social solidarity is often rendered 
through ‘laddish’ or ‘loutish’ behaviours (cf. Francis 1999; Jackson 2002) which 
can be socially empowering but which can also transgress boundaries of what is 
considered acceptable in a school context.  Often these practices can establish 
white working-class boys’ identities as fixed.  
 
White working-class male identity work, the self and engagement 
with education 
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Building upon the assertion of a so-called ‘crisis of masculinity,’ the study of the 
multiple – and taxing – identities working-class boys enact daily, is well 
documented (Pye, Haywood et al. 1996; Gilbert and Gilbert 1998; Francis 1999; 
Martino 1999; Jackson 2002; Connell 2005; Kane 2006).  Furthermore, there is a 
substantial argument that school failure is:  
bound up with the process of students doing ‘identity work’” where young 
people’s engagement with schooling “depends in part on the sense they 
make of themselves, their community, and their future and in part on ‘the 
adaptive strategies’ they use to accept, modify, or resist the institutional 
identities made available… (Smyth 2006: 290).   
Considering identity work, which centres on a nexus of social and learner 
identities (Pollard and Filer 2007), it is essential to consider the ‘web’ of 
numerous and complex factors that contribute to disaffection toward school 
(Stevenson and Ellsworth 1991).  Within or beyond the classroom, identity is 
positioned through conceptions of the collective and the individual and can be 
creatively and constructively articulated, debated and problematised.   
 
In considering identity work, I draw on the concept of ‘positioning’ which raises 
the question of possible selves which are contradictory both to other selves and to 
internal selves (Davies 1989: 229).  The production of the self, our subjectivity, 
involves learning inclusive and exclusive practices and positioning oneself in 
relation to these practices to establish a sense of belonging (Davies and Harre 
1990).  Davies and Harre (1990) argue that “[h]uman beings are characterized 
both by continuous personal identity and by discontinuous personal diversity,” 
where selfhood is the product of discursive practices and these processes lead to a 
multiplicity of selves (46).  As a result people are active agents who position 
themselves (‘reflexive positioning’) and are positioned by others through social 
interaction (‘interactive positioning’) as gendered, classed and ethnic individuals.  
Therefore, identity work involves grappling with both subjective constraints and 
the constraints of accepted discursive practices (Renold 2004) often within 
powerful discourses (Francis 2000; Archer and Francis 2007). 
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Archer and Yamashita’s (2003b) study of inner-city masculinities claims: “boys’ 
talk combined globalized and localized discourses that cross-cut ethnic and 
national groupings” and the boys’: “identity constructions combine traces of 
various social, historical, geographical and cultural elements, and indicate the 
shifting nature of masculinities, which are created and recreated across time and 
context” (120).  Compared to Willis’s (1977) seminal work, today’s working-
class male social identities are fragmented, complex and nuanced.  However, 
what remains persistent is the peer group as the primary site for identity 
construction and where a certain hegemonic masculinity is established (Clarke, 
Hall et al. 1975; Hall 1975; Kehily and Nayak 1997; Frosh, Phoenix  et al. 2002; 
Connell 2005; Lingard, Martino et al. 2009).11  Identity work, particularly for 
working-class boys today is increasingly a complex negotiation and often requires 
a good deal of social validation.  In Masculine Domination, Bourdieu (2001) 
argues that this need for social acceptance through socially validated rites of 
passage,12 often strips “all the devirilizing tenderness and gentleness of love” in 
an effort to affirm virility as part of the gendered habitus (52).  However, while 
the social is important, recent work on youth narratives has recognized severe 
marginalization and isolation for certain youth cultures (Dillabough and Kennelly 
2010).  Therefore, we cannot assume all (white) working-class boys are able to 
access the peer group as a site of identity construction, as many do lead 
marginalized lives. 
 
Academic “‘success’ is closely connected to ideological projects of identity 
construction” (McGregor 2009: 347), and these processes are always embedded in 
context.  In the neo-liberal social order, if the subject behaves in ways that are 
taken to be “excessive, unhealthy, irresponsible or undisciplined” then they are 
rendered moral failures (Griffin, Bengry-Howell et al. 2009). Furthermore, 
depictions of urban working-class youth as “publicly immoral” proliferate in the 
media (Skeggs 2002; 2005), and contribute to an ongoing moral panic, which has 
implications when considering the concepts of fixity and social identities.  Spatial 
landscapes and symbolic renderings play a significant role in framing youth 
                                                 
11 This assertion is supported by Hirschi’s (1969) work on deviant boys, social control theory and engagement which identified: “four elements: attachment, or 
concern with the opinions of others; commitment, a rational decision to behave in acceptable ways; involvement, the expenditure of time and energy in 
institutionally encouraged behaviours; and belief, a view that the principles encouraged by the institution are valid” (Finn 1989: 125).   
12 He cites loss of virginity, violence, gang rapes and brothel visits. 
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groups as “disgusting” (Tyler 2008: 25) or shameful; in this analysis we must 
keep in mind the processes that render (white) working-class youth in the United 
Kingdom today as ‘lacking’ and how this may influence how they construct ‘the 
self’ (Skeggs 2004a).  The processes around making and re-making ‘the self’ is 
also a focal point of Nayak’s work, though he acknowledges a greater degree of 
choice: 
As people and places are drawn seemingly closer together, local cultures 
are no longer immune from international cross-fertilization.  Mass 
communication systems and changing patterns of consumption – including 
the development of youth, niche and lifestyle markets – have broadened a 
range of youth identities available in the global market. (Nayak 2003c: 
106) 
The urban imaginaries and subjectivities of youth remain areas of contention 
within youth subcultural theory and, indeed, post-subcultural practice where 
questions remain around degrees of ‘choice’ and ‘fluidity’ (Dillabough and 
Kennelly 2010: 40).  Through both Skeggs’s and Nayak’s work on identity we see 
the forces which shape either fluidity or fixity.   
 
Identities are not formed in a vacuum and are deeply contextual.  Therefore we 
must consider neoliberal policy in education to be an essential mediating force in 
the identity construction of all students; the: “presence of a competitive 
performance-oriented culture generates anxiety, especially among boys whose 
gender identity needs to be based on achieving power, status and super iority” 
(Arnot 2004: 35; Phoenix 2004).  In the United Kingdom, white working-class 
boys both present learner identities and have learner identities imposed upon them 
within a highly pressurized and stratified educational environment where: “tropes 
of excellence and standards pepper policy documents and the speeches of 
education ministers, and a culture of ‘rigorous’ surveillance and testing prevails” 
(Francis 2006: 190).   
 
Neoliberalism, as an extension of human capital theory (Becker 1964), suggests 
that individuals and society derive economic benefits from investments in people  
(Sweetland 1996: 341) was a step toward eliminating “class as a central economic 
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concept” (Bowles and Gintis 1975: 74). Within a neoliberal discourse, it is argued 
that the self is not fixed, but is rather constantly made and re-made; people are 
rendered ‘entrepreneurs of the self.’  Francis and Archer (2007), citing DuGay 
(1996), write that in the neoliberal reading “there are no foundational aspects of 
selfhood such as ‘race’ or gender that preclude an individual from taking up the 
opportunities available to them – failure to do so simply reflects an individual 
lack of enterprise” (19).  However, I would argue that within education the 
neoliberal prerogative increasingly fixes identities of ‘failure’ and ‘stagnation.’ 
 
The self, according to subjectivity theorists, is always an interactive, discursive 
process, fragile and: “vulnerable to the discourses through which it is spoken and 
speaks itself into existence” (Whelen 2011: 16).13  Education, increasingly 
dominated by neoliberal systems of standardization and marketization, has always 
been: 
about changing people and this is why it is potentially such a strong 
emotional experience.  Once they have gone through school young people 
are different – they are constructed and they are expected to construct 
themselves both objectively and subjectively in ways made available 
through school. (Furlong 1991: 298) 
When considering an analysis of learner identities and disaffection, we must 
consider the emotional power of education in the creation of the self (Furlong 
1991).  In schooling, the self is increasingly sublimated through neo-liberal 
agendas, where: “it is the duty of the individual to be sufficiently flexible to 
maximize the opportunities available to her/him, and any failure resides in the 
individual rather than in the socio-economic structures” (Francis 2006: 191). Neo-
liberal rhetoric, where context is downplayed for the sake of the entrepreneurial 
self (Davies and Bansel 2007), has the ability to create conditions of heightened 
fixity.  In terms of gender, we must consider the sublimation of certain elements 
of the self as particularly potent for working-class boys who construct their 
masculinity around traditional models of ‘breadwinners’ in economies where their 
                                                 
13 I agree with Archer and Francis (2007)  where discourse is conceptualized: “as referring to socially organised patterns/frameworks of language, knowledge 
and meaning.  Discourses constitute how particular ways of thinking about the world come to be taken for granted or seen as ‘natural’” (27).  Ultimately, 
discourses have a powerful impact on identity and they are “are not fixed or passive and they are not simply reproduced.  Rather, they are ‘active’ in the sense 
that they perform actions, have consequences and are subject to change and interpretation (see Burman and Parker, 1993; Wetherell and Potter, 1992)” (26) . 
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employment ‘choices’ are increasingly limited and where the label of NEET14 is 
particularly prevalent (McDowell 2003).   
 
Research questions: 
In understanding the balancing act these boys undertake, the concepts of ‘fixed,’ 
and ‘fluid’ alongside the practice of intersectional questioning, enable me to 
explore the interplay between social and learner identities.  While fluidity has 
been researched through a gender lens (Pascoe 2005; Davies 2006), I do not see 
fluidity as solely a gender process – fluidity can have elements of class, ethnicity 
and sexuality, though it may be highly restricted (Skeggs 2004b; Carter 2005; 
2006; Brewis and Gavin 2010; Ingram 2011).  When identities become reflexive, 
fluidity can be fostered and can arguably serve as a capital (Threadgold and Nilan 
2009).  Reflexivity – the awareness of gendered, classed and ethnic positioning – 
can be empowering.  By contrast, fixed identities (whether social or learner), in 
terms of educational engagement, often become a weakness or barrier.  For many 
working-class boys, there is capacity for versatility, adopting different identities 
in different contexts which may or may not involve reflexivity (as capital).  All 
individuals have the capacity to be reflexive and in exploring reflexivity as 
capital there is an element of ‘choice’ where reflexivity can be operationalized 
dependent on field.  However, working-class boys have not found it easy to “slip 
seamlessly in and out of different social fields” or negotiate different and often 
paradoxical fields (Ingram 2011: 301). Also, as Ingram notes, the ability to be 
versatile does not always enable reflexivity, for if reflexivity can become a capital 
then whether it can be operationalized or not is dependent on the field and 
habitus.  For working-class males to engage with their schooling they must often 
be competent at adopting multiple identities depending on the field.  A further 
complexity, when questioning the role of reflexivity as capital in relation to fixed 
and fluid identity shifts, is how reflexivity functions in contrasting fields, the neo-
liberal school and experiences outside the school.  
 
                                                 
14 NEET is an acronym for Not in Education, Employment or Training 
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Wexler, in his study of learner identities, argues that the process of ‘becoming 
somebody’ is engrained with the daily schooling practices, where he found 
students: “wanted to be somebody, a real and presentable self, and one anchored 
in the verifying eyes of the friends whom they came to school to meet” (1992: 7).  
For a significant segment of white working-class boys, it is arguably the fragile 
and elusive successful learner identity that may remain their greatest barrier to 
learning and academic achievement.  Bourdieu’s theoretical tools are important in 
undertaking the analysis of identity work; my research uses a Bourdieusian 
framework with intersectional questioning in order to explore constructions of 
gendered, classed and ethnic identities.  Through the use of these frameworks, I 
intend to explore the interplay between fluid and fixed identities as part  of the 
process of how (dis)engagement with education occurs (or does not occur) along 
the lines of the individual and the collective.  In an effort to explore the 
subjectivities of white working-class boys, my research questions are: 
1) What can we learn from white working-class boys’ educational 
experiences and responses to these experiences?   
2) What gendered, classed and ethnic identity factors enable white 
working-class boys to engage or disengage with education and learning?  
3) What does my perception of their experience with the daily processes of 
schooling tell us about white working-class educational ‘failure’?   
4) What contribution can Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and 
intersectional analysis make to our understanding of these questions?  
Before addressing the research questions, I will consider the scale, problematise 
key debates in the academic discourse, and supply a brief critical analysis of how 
previous research has analysed the issues concerning working-class boys’ 
educational experience.  I critique this body of knowledge in terms of its 
significance to the wider canon and, also, how it develops the warrant for this 
study’s focus and approach. 
 
Thesis structure and organization 
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Here I have attempted briefly to capitulate some of the complexities surrounding 
the identity work of white working-class boys in relation to the interplay of social 
and learner identities.  My research focuses on the ‘process of becoming’ and the 
construction of the self around class, gender and race, though these ‘routes’ or 
‘processes’ are not equally weighted and are dependent on context.  The study 
was designed to incorporate existing research while maintaining an exploratory 
approach (McLeod and Yates 2008: 348-9).  I intend to: 
 
Fixed / Fluid Identity Shifts 
 Consider identity as culturally constructed and deeply contextual. 
Qualitative research suggests that a more detailed treatment of 
‘youthscapes’ (Nayak 2003c) and identity work, which is 
influenced by ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, is needed (Ingram 2011).  
 Counteract the under-emphasis on the identity work boys engage 
with in regards to their learning or, more specifically, consider the 
work boys undertake in fostering approaches to learning despite 
social and identity barriers (Stahl and Dale 2012).  (Chapter 3: 
Section 3.10, 3.11) 
Intersectionality 
 Problematise the dominance of typologies (see Appendix F) and 
‘subcultures’ (Willis 1977) by considering a more nuanced view of 
learner identities (Skelton 1997; Francis 1999).  In my examination 
of ‘factors’ of their (dis)engagement with education I make every 
effort to avoid not presenting my participants as polarized rather 
showing their subjectivities to be: “often blurred and contradictory 
– even indistinct” (Whelen 2011: 30).  (Chapter 3: Section 3.8, 3.9) 
 Challenge common binaries through the use of post-structuralist 
theorizing, in order to investigate the multiple interconnections 
(and intersections) between gender, ethnicity and social class, so as 
to ask how these processes can be seen to interact, and so inflect 
one another.  (Chapter 6, Chapter 7) 
Bourdieu’s Theoretical Tools 
 Consider how Bourdieu’s theoretical framework can assist in our 
critique of the so-called “tyranny of meta-narratives” (Aull Davies 
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1999: 6), or more specifically the overly deterministic ‘Marxist 
hangover’ and use of deviancy as imposing theoretical tools which 
have disregarded reflexive research practices. (Chapter 3: Section 
3.2, 3.3, 3.4) 
Neoliberalism 
 To analyse the data in reference to a ‘conflict of culture’ between 
working-class life and school ethos in light of neoliberal 
prerogatives both in broader educational policy and classroom life.   
 Explore neo-liberal processes, (Davies and Bansel 2007; Wilkins 
2011) which are fostered in the school dynamics and how these 
processes influence (fixed and fluid) subjectivities of white 
working-class boys. (Chapter 1: Section 1.1, 1.4, Chapter 2: 2.3, 
2.3.3) 
 
Through a close focus on history and the national context, Chapter 1 will discuss 
white working-class boys’ disengagement as problematic and make an argument 
for considering learner and social identities as fixed and fluid.   Chapter 2 will 
examine the complexities surrounding the concept of ‘engagement’.  Chapter 3 
will establish a framework for exploring identity construction and make an 
argument for a Bourdieusian analysis with intersectional questioning.  In Part II 
Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 will consider the epistemology of 
constructionism/constructivism and set out the research strategy I undertook.  Part 
III will attempt to utilize the theoretical tools, specifically habitus, in order to 
analytically interrogate the findings of my research.  Finally, the concluding 
remarks intend to provide a framework for possible future research.  
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Part I -  White Working-Class Boys and Schooling 
 
Chapter 1:  The study of white working-class boys 
 
Connell asserts: “a weakness of much academic research is the product of two 
forms of occupational blindness – the inability of sociologists to recognise the 
complexities of the person and the unwillingness of psychologists to recognise the 
dimension of social power” (Connell 2005).15  To understand white working-class 
boys’ educational experience, we must consider research which has approached 
white working-class boys from a variety of perspectives.  While the socio-
psychological perspective has played a significant role in advancing the field 
(Frosh, Phoenix et al. 2002; Jackson 2003) alongside geography (McDowell et 
al), a sociological approach – with its blend of gender, ethnicity and class – will 
be my primary mode for the study of working-class boys’ educational experience 
and identity constructions.16  Sociological theorists have used the theoretical 
frameworks of Bourdieu (Reay 2001; 2002; 2004b), Bernstein (Aggleton 1987) 
and Foucault (Mac an Ghaill 1994; 1996; Martino 1999; 2000) to reveal and 
dissect learner identities in schooling and how they are formed along 
intersectional lines.  In analysing identity, we must be aware of the shifting 
overlaps between learner and social identities as classroom life is a “cacophony of 
classed, gendered and raced voices” (Reay 2010: 281) where students negotiate 
both their learner and social positioning (Pollard and Filer 2007).  We require 
more research which: “attempts to work at and across the interface between social 
and learner identities in schools to explore the relationships between the two and 
recognize both the regular convergences but also significant divergences” (Reay 
2010: 281). 
Before the historical phenomenon is discussed, I will address why white working-
class boys should be studied, when it has also been cited as significant number of 
white working-class girls do not engage with their education as well (Strand and 
Demie 2007; Strand 2008a; Demie and Lewis 2010).  There are three reasons why I 
                                                 
15 Connell argues that masculinity is organized around social power, with the school as the arena (Archer, Pratt et al. 2001: 436) 
16 Connell writes that gender both ‘intersects’ and ‘interacts’ with race and class (2005). 
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chose this topic.  First, the inspiration was based on my own personal experience as an 
educator in schools that were predominantly white working-class.  As a middle-class 
educator I negotiated difficult circumstances with a few boys who fought hard to 
retain their working-class identity against a resounding meritocratic institutional 
ethos.  Second, when I first read Willis’s text I was struck by how Willis documented 
the working-class cultural patterns of the educational failure – the ‘lads’ had their own 
logic, experiences, relationships and choices which were shaped by a specific time 
period.  In terms of historical context there have been dramatic shifts in gender and 
class identity since 1977 (not to mentioned educational policy) yet still white 
working-class boys do not ‘buy into’ education.  Third, I was fascinated by how the 
boys’ ethnic, classed and gendered identity construction was salient within their 
rejection of education (and social mobility); by focusing on just white males I was 
able to deepen my analysis around class and class identity. 
     
1.1   The historical phenomenon and current national context 
 
While previous research on white working-class boys and disaffection has 
engaged many different theoretical frameworks and approaches, I would argue 
that history is an important part of my hermeneutic practice.  In terms of 
approaches Bourdieu cautions against any division between history and sociology 
(Bourdieu 1988); an analysis of my sociological topic in an ahistorical manner, 
without careful attention to the long-standing struggles of the working-class, 
would not serve me well as a social researcher.  Due to the relevancy of history, a 
brief recapitulation of the main trends in the literature is required before re -
focusing attention on the current national context.   
 
Historically, Marxism, with its attention to proletariat suffering, was a common 
structuralist theoretical framework for exploring resistant and rebellious working-
class males.  Marxist theory arguably serves as an example of producing common 
theoretical errors.  The use of Marxism as a theoretical tool (Willis 1977; 
Humphries 1981) has faced criticisms for neglecting the complexity of lived 
youth identities (Dillabough and Kennelly 2010: 32) and equally complex 
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educational experience(s) (McLaren and Scatamburlo-D'Annibale 2004: 47).  In 
studying identity, Marxist theory has been widely noted to be economist and 
reductionist (Hall 1996), accounting very little for agency.  The overemphasis on 
Marxism in the literature canon on white working-class boys and their education 
is a product of common theoretical practice in the 1960s and 1970s, which 
Bourdieu refers to as “division into theoretical denominations” where much is : 
“lost in such sterile visions and in the false quarrels they elicit and sustain” 
(Bourdieu 1988: 779).  The use of these isolated schools of thought, strongly 
associated with the founding fathers of sociology, should always be considered 
sceptically when accounting for the individual. 
 
In addition to Marxism, theorists, typically from a criminology background, such 
as Corrigan (1979), have attempted to use deviance and subcultural theories to 
understand why working-class males ‘buy in’ or ‘buy out’ of education.  The key 
problem of deviancy and subculture theory is that it remains focused in value(s), 
specifically the subsequent tension between subculture values and mainstream 
values.  As Corrigan discovered, his participants did not behave in accordance 
with the values they espoused.  Rather, they: “played truant, acted as if they hated 
education, generally mucked about in school; they did all this in spite of the fact 
that they, like everyone else in society, felt that education was doing them good” 
(19).17  While Corrigan feels the study of values is innately problematic, the study 
of values (and value judgements) and morality in relation to class has been well 
justified and continues to be of utmost important (see Sayer 2005).  What is 
particularly fascinating about Corrigan’s work is how his initial focus on values, 
which imply fixity, changed so dramatically.  Corrigan argued: “There seemed to 
be no real acceptance of school values by a lot of the boys at any time.  In fact, 
the whole emphasis on ‘values’ as a guide for action seemed to be wrong.  The 
boys’ actions were not created by such consistent things as ‘values’…” (46).  
While deviance, subculture theory and values, as well as the interplay between 
them are intriguing, we cannot deny that larger culture and identity-shifts may be 
more salient in understanding why boys may (dis)engage with education. 
                                                 
17 There is some overlap here with Mickelson’s (1990) work in the United States entitled The Attitude-Achievement Paradox Among Black 
Adolescents, where many black youths and adults express a high regard for education despite poor performance.  
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McCulloch’s careful analysis in Failing the ordinary child? (1998) depicts social 
class and education as having been interconnected from the inception of mass 
education.  Taking a historical Marxist approach to history, mass education was 
not a result of “liberal” and “collective ideals” but borne out of a need for social 
and “class control” which furthered capitalism (Humphries 1981: 2).  Supporting 
this assertion, there is very little doubt that the universal education system of 
segregated social classes was unequal and under-funded with the working-class 
receiving a poor standard (The Newcastle Report (1861), The Bryce Report 
(1895)).  A severe lack of social justice persisted through the 1920 and 1930s 
with the Hadow Report (1924) and John Lewis Patton’s appeal to sort ‘mentals’ 
from ‘manuals’ at the age of eleven, despite politicians like Tawny arguing for a 
more egalitarian system in which all British citizens had access to gaining a 
“‘synoptic mind’” and full societal participation (McCulloch 1998).  Shockingly, 
when the tripartite education system was modified in 1944, it identified three 
“types of intellect and character, ranging from those capable of ‘abstract thought’ 
to those who could not progress beyond ‘concrete thought.’  Given this 
perspective, acts of resistance and rule-breaking committed by working-class 
youth have tended to be viewed as expression of psychological and intellectual 
deficiency,” rather than being analysed through environment-centred approaches 
and cultural deprivation theories18 (Humphries 1981: 16, 19). As a consequence of 
this historical systemic disparity, the white working-class educational experience 
has always been an experience of social differentiation – shaped by doubts as to 
working-class capabilities and the appropriateness of formal education (Brown 
1987). 
 
We must also consider the role of institutions as: “working-class culture cannot 
be understood without reference to the history of the state and to the history of 
those institutions which function to maintain and reproduce the social relations of 
capital” (Skeggs 1992: 185).  Originally created by the dominant classes to police 
and control the working-classes rather than educate them (Reay 2006: 293), 
compulsory education, under the Elementary Education Act of 1870, required all 
                                                 
18 I disagree with the wording of ‘cultural deprivation’ as I feel no culture can be deprived though certainly some cultures are privileged over others. 
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working-class children to attend compulsory schooling which brought to the 
forefront how much of a role social class should play in a) how pupils were 
educated (elementary only or elementary and secondary, the appropriateness of 
the curriculum, etc.) and b) where they were educated (to avoid ‘social mixing’) 
(McCulloch 1998).  
 
Humphries (1981), primarily following the Marxist hermeneutic and focused on 
the years 1889 to 1939, examined the question of how closely: “pupil resistance 
may be related to the nature of deeply rooted class structures and relationships” 
(31).  His work sought to personalize the often “depersonalizing imagery” of the 
working-class and Humphries rejects relativist and interactionist theoretical 
models while re-affirming: “class-based interpretation of its behaviour, which 
will situate resistance within various class formulations and relationships, 
showing continuity and similarity between working-class youth and parent 
cultures” (24-5, 1-2).  Through Humphries’s analysis of secondary sources and 
the use of oral histories,19 the impoverished lifestyle, classroom behaviour, 
“larking about,” family cohesion, street gangs and reformatories are all depicted 
as “recalcitrant” actions (Willis 2004: 176).  Furthermore, they are linked to 
(romanticized) resistance/rebellion against class control.20  Through various forms 
of social control – such as policing, schooling, reformatories – Humphries 
emphasizes:  
the more general ideological assault upon working-class youth culture that 
sought to reproduce and reinvigorate capitalist society by instilling habits 
of regularity and conformity and by inculcating attitudes of dependence 
on, and deference towards, middle-class adults. (239)   
Where early work concerning white working-class boys focused narrowly on 
‘hooligans’ and ‘rebels,’ recent interactionist work has exposed a wider 
heterogeneity to working-class male identity formation (Connell 1989; Epstein, 
                                                 
19 Humphries admits the limitations of the oral history approach; specifically in his analysis of ‘larking about’ where most people held different views about 
what constituted ‘larking about’ and also many “different meanings” – or motivations – were attached (122).  
20 Humphries work shows that the working-class ‘rebel’ or ‘hooligan’ is not a new embodiment.  More likely it was concealed from society in reformatories.  
In his vivid description of a compromised working-class identity, Humphries writes: 
[t]he reformatory, then was an institution of class control, in which all daily activities were part of an overall plan to liquidate the inmate’s former 
personality and reshape it into a conformist mold.  In this context resistance, even though it was severely punished, was essential if the inmate 
was to maintain a personal, as opposed to an institutional, identity. (215) 
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Elwood et al. 1999; Archer, Pratt et al. 2001; Archer, Hollingworth et al. 2007; 
Ingram 2011).   
 
In the debates focused on the relationship between white working-class 
masculinity and educational experience, Willis’s (1977) landmark study, 
Learning to Labour, furthered understanding of disaffection as a gendered, 
classed and ethnic process.  The authoritative ethnography’s central thesis is that 
it is primarily the working-class ‘lad’ culture which causes their educational 
failure.  Confirmed through the lad culture, the social aspect 
(physicality/practicality, toughness, collectivism, territoriality/exclusion, 
hedonism and opposition to authority) is the primary influence in the young 
men’s “meaning-making,” as well as their “positions” and “relationships” (Willis 
2004: 170).  Willis concluded that it was the culture of the lads and the promise 
of joining their fathers on the shopfloor that led to their disaffection from their 
schooling; education, in their eyes, served no point.  Willis persuasively argues 
that, 
Through the mediations of the counterschool culture, ‘the lads’ of 
Learning to Labor, for instance, penetrate the individualism and 
meritocracy of the school with a group logic that shows that certification 
and testing will never shift the whole working-class, only inflate the 
currency of qualifications and legitimize middle-class privilege. (ibid: 
173) 
Willis remains very critical of the formal education and school processes the 
‘lads’ experience but that is not his central focus.  To the detriment of the 
academic writing on ‘boys in schooling’ the formal day-to-day education 
processes typically remain in the background and are rarely connected to 
processes of identity-construction (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Gilbert and Gilbert 1998; 
2001). Failure to properly acknowledge school processes (pedagogic, formal 
curriculum, school ethos), I would argue, reduces the level of analysis of learner 
identities. 
 
Many criticisms and critiques of Willis’s work exist (McRobbie 1980; Skeggs 
1992; Dolby and Dimitriadis 2004; McLaren and Scatamburlo-D'Annibale 2004) 
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but the ethnography has had an extensive influence on subsequent research 
concerning white working-class boys and wider school ethnographies (Arnot 
2004).  Whilst some claim Willis’s study gave “dignity back to the working-class 
responses to education” (Skeggs 1992: 181), other viewpoints criticize the binary 
model as well as the term ‘lad’ which falsely homogenizes the white working-
class boys.  It has also been noted Willis lacks a gender lens relying too much on 
an overtly Marxist critique of the classed identities of the boys.  One particularly 
salient criticism is McRobbie’s assertion that Willis fails to confront the violence  
and cruelty underpinning the hedonistic sexual imagery manifested in the 
discussions (1980: 6).  Willis’s work has its “romanticized” and “celebratory” 
presentation; the text is “seductive” through the use of narrativization, rhetorical 
devices such as ‘we’ and dramatic incidents that “would do a soap opera proud” 
(Skeggs 1992: 186-187).  We must also consider Willis’s work to be “nostalgic,” 
written within a specific historical time period (Dolby and Dimitriadis 2004: 8), 
and focused upon a specific subculture which has been widely criticized (cf. 
Thornton 1995; Bennett 2010).  By focusing on one subculture Willis pays little 
attention to why some working-class males conform, the so-called ‘ear’oles,’ 
while some protest.  I would argue that both engagement and disengagement are 
active responses (Willis 1977) and are processes of negotiation around 
conceptualizations of fixed and fluid learner identities.   
 
Willis’s ‘lads’ were positive in the creation of their working-class identity with 
patriarchal support and a group collectiveness in their rejection of education, 
while today’s working-class boys face a ubiquitous social construction by the 
mass media that stigmatizes them as ‘yobs,’ sexual predators and members of an 
‘underclass’21 (cf. Peterson 1992; Skeggs 2002; McDowell 2003; Yar and 
Hayward 2006; Evans 2007).
22
  Where Willis’s lads had their fathers ensuring the 
necessary ingredients for a solid construction of a working-class masculine 
                                                 
21 Like Winlow (2001) , I prefer not to use the term ‘underclass’ or synonymous terminology such as: “‘excluded groups, marginalised groups, underclass, 
residuum, the poor, reserve army of labour, housing and social security classes, stagnant reserve army, relative surplus population and the lumpen-
proletariat…to describe a layer within, or beneath the working class’.” (63)  However, like Peterson (1992), I do recognize the power of the term, specifically 
‘under’ or as he nicely formulates: "This transformation of a preposition into an adjective has none of the sturdiness of "working," the banality of "middle," or 
the remoteness of "upper."  Instead, “under” suggests the lowly, passive, and submissive, yet at the same time the disreputable, dangerous, disruptive, dark, 
evil, and even hellish. And apart from these personal attributes, it suggests subjection, subordination, and deprivation." (617) 
22 Skeggs notes that while men were historically allowed to feel working-class pride, working-class women have never been allowed that advantage.  
Furthermore, the working-class label, when applied to women: “has been used to signify all that is dirty, dangerous and without value” (Skeggs 2002). 
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identity, the current ‘crisis of masculinity’ has left a significant percentage of 
working-class boys without a consistent father figure to assist in navigating a 
post-industrial feminized economy in which manual labour is no longer plentiful 
(McDowell 2003; Nayak 2003a).  As the so-called ‘crisis of masculinity’ (Faludi 
1999) occurs beyond the classroom, there has also been major pedagogic shifts 
inside the classroom; school processes have become increasingly neo-liberal 
(league tables, exam boards, a rise in accountability), which creates more 
difference and influences the foundation of learner identities (Francis 2006; 
Wilkins 2011).  
 
The influence of Connell’s (2005) work shows the power of the peer group, social 
constructionism and the position of the hegemonic in shaping masculine 
identities.  The findings illustrate a highly social process, as the peer group still 
functions as the primary field of identity construction.  In Renold’s (2004) study 
of primary school boys who invested in non-hegemonic masculinities, she shows 
how they draw on resources available to them to create certain capitals; through 
renouncing the hegemonic, they use humour and parody to establish support and 
solidarity.  Within schools Mac an Ghaill (1994) argued that the peer group’s 
hyper-masculine attention to ‘fighting, fuckin’ and football’ served as a safety net 
against anxiety and fear in educational contexts.  Clearly, in the case of Mac an 
Ghaill’s work, this ‘safety net’ furthers ‘anti-educational’ stances in the creation 
of legitimate working-class masculinities.  School contexts, shaped by neo-liberal 
reforms, often trap working-class boys in a binary between either action, which 
fixes boys as ‘arrogant’ and ‘loutish,’ or the alternatively passive lack of action, 
which fixes them as ‘non-workers’, ‘apathetic,’ and ‘lazy.’  The ‘bad boy’ 
masculine identity, which typically rejects school (Delamont 2000; Frosh, 
Phoenix et al. 2002; MacLeod 2009), continues to be a substantial force in the 
lives of many of boys in this part of South London where masculine honour is a 
privilege and a trap (Bourdieu 2001).  However, ‘bad boy’ masculinities, though 
potent, are not the only identity discourse boys draw upon, as boys’ subjectivities 
were “in process, multi-placed and shifting” (Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 2003: 
9). 
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Young working-class males, or “anomalous beasts” (Delamont 2000: 96) who 
enact anti-school and anti-social masculinities, have often been romanticized as 
‘laddish’ working-class heroes through ‘celebratory’ accounts of their strength 
and defiance (Skeggs 1992), a contrast to the passive-victim literature which 
came before.  Overall, within the literature there has been a fascination with the 
nihilistic, ‘laddish’ behaviours deployed by working-class males (Pascoe 2005; 
Smith 2007) to celebrate their masculine identities.  Many boys certainly do 
engage in the practice of ‘laddish’ behaviour – what Connell (2005) and Martino 
(1999) refer to as ‘protest masculinity’ – where they find empowerment, 
especially in contexts where boys have very little power.   There has been an 
over-emphasis on working-class male ‘hooligans’ who are ‘resistant’ to education 
(Delamont 2000) and, interestingly, an under-emphasis on boys who actually 
engage with learning or boys who foster approaches to learning despite social and 
identity barriers.   
 
Current National Context 
 
Spurred by a moral panic over boys’ underachievement (Griffin 2000), recent 
research within the state education system shows that: “the great majority of low 
achievers – more than three-quarters – are white and British, and boys outnumber 
girls” (Cassen and Kingdon 2007: x).  These significant numbers raise questions 
as to the educational, social and cultural significance and normative educational 
processes of British schooling.  The consequences of a lack of basic skills and 
sufficient education for any marginalized group means that they are more 
susceptible to poor health, depression, extended unemployment, etc (Frater 
2000).
23
  
 
Gaining ascendency in both academic and popular literature, debates  over ‘failing 
boys’ has focused on the complexities associated with the so-called ‘crisis of 
masculinity’ (Faludi 1999) and boys ‘underachievement’ in schooling  (cf. 
Pittman 1993; Epstein 1998; Raphael Reed 1998a).  Griffin argues that the 
                                                 
23 Upon the completion of school, a lack of literacy and basic skills can be massively limiting for boys, resulting in: 
unskilled occupations, low pay, a lack of advancement and training at work, bouts of unemployment, poor health, depression, rented housing (as 
distinct from home ownership and, for men, a divorce rate that is markedly higher than for those whose basic skills are secure: 40 per cent cf 16 
per cent (Bynner and Parsons 1997: 61) (Frater 2000: 58). 
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“language of crisis, alarm and urgency” (Griffin 2000: 170) is typically followed 
by a list of school-based remedies which have been posed by policy-makers to 
counteract male ‘underachievement’ and have been critiqued by academics  
(Skelton 2003; Weaver-Hightower 2008).24 
 
1.2   Problematising the academic discourse 
 
1.2.1   White working-class boys as a problematic construct and an 
argument for heterogeneity 
 
Critiquing Willis and Hargreaves, who arguably create a ‘bi-polar’ depiction of 
white working-class boys with extreme macho and ‘laddish’ behaviour set against 
‘ear’oles,’ Brown’s Schooling Ordinary Kids (1987) sets out a framework in 
which the working-class students who are not ‘lads’ or ‘ear’oles’ fall  into three 
frames of reference (FORs) “getting in,” “getting out” or “getting on” and at this 
point Brown’s research highlights the heterogeneity of white working-class 
educational experience.  While Willis’s lads loudly reject school by “simply 
conforming to a script learnt during childhood in a particular type of working-
class family” (21), Brown enquires after the working-class boys who make an 
effort.  And what of the boys who are not anti-school but silently fail?  For 
Brown, the majority of ordinary working-class pupils neither simply accept nor 
reject the school, but comply with it in an effort to ‘get on,’ as they are aware of 
rising unemployment and job uncertainty.  Brown’s working-class boys are not 
trying particularly to break class boundaries to elevate their social position or 
reaffirm class boundaries and preserve the status quo; rather they are focused on 
moving forward.   
 
The ‘what about the boys?’ discourse since the 1980s and its polemical responses 
(Griffin 2000) have risked homogenizing working-class boys into one cohesive 
                                                 
24 These schemes include male mentoring schemes, boy-friendly curriculum, recruitment of black and Latino male teachers, recruitment of male teachers at 
the primary level (Skelton 2003) and national policies to promote ‘boy-friendly’ pedagogy. These efforts – which are typically sex-role theory based – have 
been effectively delineated and criticized (Weaver-Hightower 2008; Whelen 2011).   
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group.  It is imperative that we recognize that white working-class boys are 
heterogeneous and that their diversity in values, attitudes and behaviour is 
influenced heavily by their school context, learner identities as well as social 
context and locale.  Furthermore, not all working-class pupils fail academically 
and some do not partake in the development of an: “anti-school subculture yet 
still fail” (Brown 1987: 25). 
 
As traditional social structures have disappeared and as others lose their 
solidarity, young men – particularly those from lower and working-class 
backgrounds – have to negotiate their identity work around rapidly changing 
discourses of aspiration and power.  Furthermore, influences upon their masculine 
identities come from new directions (media, the internet, social networking).  
Winlow (2001) argues: 
as a shop-floor masculinity is now out of reach, its component parts are 
sifted, sorted and evaluated and those that can be moulded to fit in with the 
new post-industrial and post-modern cultural habitat are translated and 
made to work in this new environment. (67) 
Having an influence on their identity construction, these so-called ‘sifts’ create 
heterogeneity within the category of working-class boys that requires further 
exploration.  
 
1.2.2  Disaffection as a problematic construct  
There is tremendous difficulty in accurately studying the how and why 
disengagement occurs in education.  Brown (1987) argues that: 
structural and cultural explanations are not so much competing as one-
sided, with the former emphasizing schools structure and the latter, 
cultural agency.  Both are inadequate because they fail to listen to what the 
other is saying, and fail to provide an adequate account of the educational 
experiences of ordinary kids. (12) 
In Rebels without a Cause? Aggleton (1987) uses Bernstein’s theoretical 
approach to argue persuasively that middle-class boys’ and girls’ disaffection and 
rejection of education expresses itself through “the use of elaborate forms of 
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interpersonal communication to justify and redefine actions running contrary to 
the rules and regulations of the school” differing from white working-class 
bravado in its divergent style (Aggleton 1987; Martino 1999).
25
  Aggleton’s 
middle-class males, whose ‘meaning-making’ he explored through participant-
observation, are hardly oppressed by the middle-class priorities of the 
comprehensive school environment.  Problematising the ‘lad culture,’ Aggleton 
nuances disaffection, asserting that the majority of his participants – especially 
boys – rebel by inverting rules, enacting the behaviour of effortless achievement 
or by simply resting (arrogantly) on their cultural laurels (or middle-class capital).   
 
Both middle-class and working-class boys can (and often do) reject schooling, but 
the difference, as depicted in the works of Brown and Aggleton, seems to be in 
the extent and form the rejection takes.  Where Aggleton’s boys feel able to 
manipulate the system (if they desired to), the majority of working-class boys are 
arguably passive victims in their education as many lack the capitals to ‘work the 
system,’ which making them susceptible to protest masculinity.  Connell defines 
protest masculinity as a “pattern of motives arising from the childhood experience 
of powerlessness, and resulting in the exaggerated claim of the potency that 
European culture attaches to masculinity” (2005: 111).26  In contrast to collective 
solidarity many of Aggleton’s boys look to parental endorsement for their highly 
valued individuality and independence and in their rejection of schooling.  
However, for the working-class boy, the collective, the peer group, often becomes 
the primary means to reject schooling.  Aggleton’s middle-class boys develop no 
substantial anti-authority laddish culture because – in their eyes – there is no 
point in fighting, or deflecting, a system in which they feel they have the assets to 
succeed in or exist above.   
 
‘Working-class’ boys and ‘disaffection’ are oversimplifications and it would be a 
theoretical error to think that only the working-class disengage from their 
education or that all students disengage in the same way.  Disengagement, as 
Aggleton observes, comes in many forms and is entrenched in socio-economic 
                                                 
25 A possible similarity between the working-class boys and the middle-class boys in their educational failure is a ‘free upbringing’.  In his study Aggleton 
describes relaxed parenting as stemming from a liberal and leftist parental attitude. 
26 Furthermore, along collective and individual lines, Connell notes that: “protest masculinity looks like a cul-de-sac.  It is certainly an active response to the 
situation, and it builds on a working-class masculine ethic of solidarity” (ibid: 117).   
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positioning and masculine identity construction as well as the result of an 
amalgamation of pedagogies, marginalization, unsatisfactory educational 
provision, and school exclusion.  Today, the persistent phenomenon of white 
working-class male disaffection has many possible concurrent explanations: 
cultural values of working-class life, social marginalization and class loyalty, 
social pressure to conform, and lack of parental engagement, which shape the 
necessities of schooling such as attendance and work ethics (Demie and Lewis 
2010).  Whilst it is important to consider these theories, from an academic 
standpoint this thesis will consider (dis)engagement with schooling as classed, 
gendered and ethnically defined and established through the nexus of learner and 
social identities.   
 
1.3   White working-class boys’ classed, gendered and ethnic 
identity work, the school and the self 
 
1.3.1 Construction(s) of classed identities through schooling 
 
Class is undeniably the largest determinant of how students engage with 
education.  On the basis of longitudinal data from the Centre for Economic 
Performance at the London School of Economics (1997), it has been argued that 
social class, parental interest and peer group pressure are the main factors in 
determining levels of numeracy and literacy and that pre-school education, class 
size, teaching methods, homework policy have little impact (Raphael Reed 1998a: 
504).  Statistically, current research indicates that in Britain: “it is possible to 
combine socio-economic classification of the household with the children’s 
overall developmental score at age of 22 months to accurately predict educational  
qualifications at the age of 26 years” (Evans 2006: 3).  In regards to persistent 
white working-class underachievement and lack of qualifications, perhaps the 
most obvious reason is that many working-class students go to ‘failing’ schools, 
lacking “economic, cultural, and social capitals” to manipulate the market system 
(Reay 2004a: 541).  Whilst class is vital to understanding the identity work that 
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(white) working-class boys undergo, class itself shapes educational processes in a 
myriad of ways, often fixing the boys into certain positions within the classroom. 
 
Unfortunately, despite: “the advent of schooling for the masses over 100 years 
ago, education for a majority of the working-classes has remained something to 
be got through rather than got into” (Reay 2001: 335).  Withdrawal from 
education is withdrawal from a system that has lost its faux capacity to 
compensate for socio-economic deprivation.  We must, Bourdieu and Passeron 
argue, consider the invisible and accepted structures that exclude the working-
class: 
in order to carry out in full this function of social conversation, the school 
system must present the 'moment of truth' of the examination as its own 
objective reality: the elimination, subject solely to the norms of 
educational equity, which it undertakes and conducts with formal 
irreproachability, conceals the performances of the function of the school 
system by masking behind the opposition between the passed and the 
failed, the relation between the candidates and those whom the system has 
de facto excluded from the ranks of the candidates, and so concealing the 
links between the school system and the structure of class relations. (1977: 
159) 
Reay (2004a) states that current educational policies of “exclusion and 
exclusivity” (1019) establish a paradox where the ethos is “nominally about 
raising working-class achievement although its practices generate the exact 
opposite, ensuring that educational failure remains firmly located within the 
working-class” (Reay 2001: 341).  Cultural meanings, and the institutions through 
which they are transmitted, become aligned with social domination.   
 
Furthermore, arguments within the disaffection/disengagement debate often 
centre on schools imposing middle-class and neo-liberal values (Davies and 
Bansel 2007), and there is little doubt that the education system rewards, and 
even valorises, middle-class capital rather than working-class capital (Bourdieu, 
Accadro et al. 1993; Reay 1995).  For a substantial number of white working-
class boys, attending school is entering an entirely different ‘social space’ 
 41 
 
dominated by middle-class values.  We must remember the rejection of schooling 
for many of these working-class boys is a (gendered and classed) performance – 
for the most part their ‘resistance’ is a process of excluding themselves from what 
they are already excluded from (Bourdieu, Accadro et al. 1993).27  Class will be 
discussed further in Chapter 2 where subculture theory will be critiqued. 
 
1.3.2 Construction(s) of masculine identities through schooling 
 
Developed in the 1950s by Talcott Parsons, sex-role theory research shaped early 
sociological frameworks concerning gender, but is now considered: “too 
essentialistic and deterministic” (Renold 2004: 248).28  Ultimately, the 
significance of Parsons’s theory is that it leaves some gender practices as 
normative and some as deviant (Connell 2005: 556).  The very idea of a ‘role’ 
implies a recognizable and accepted standard, and sex role theorists posit just 
such a norm to clarify sexual differentiation.  However, sex-role theory is not 
without its weaknesses and the rise of postmodernism and post-structuralism 
highlighted its failure to acknowledge the discrepancy between the gendered 
expectations that are reproduced and the actions of real people (Francis 2000: 13).  
Also, whilst the discussion surrounding sex-role theory is often focused on 
change (either from society or the inner self), the sex-role framework remains 
quite static as a conceptual tool and is counterproductive to exploring gender as 
“the interplay of praxis and structure” and to further gender relations (Connell 
2005: 579). 
 
Socially constructed and deeply contextual, there are multiple patterns of 
masculinity which have been dissected through Marxist, Foucauldian, post-
                                                 
27 Whereas past studies have interpreted through a Marxist ideology, Bourdieu arguably “leaves no room for notions such as resistance” as his world is far 
more: “reproductive than transformative” (Mills 2008: 79).   
 
28 In his Foucauldian sex-role socialization analysis of the “crisis of masculinity,” Mac an Ghaill starts with the fragmenting working-class rites of passage 
(work, marriage) which has placed the working-class in a place of unsettled confusion.  At this point, Mac an Ghaill highlights the (counterproductive) New 
Right nature and conservative aspects of schooling and socialization processes working-class boys are facing daily (Mac an Ghaill 1996; 2000).  Emphasising 
anxiety in identity formation, Mac an Ghaill focuses on the universal survival tactic enacted by each category which is group solidarity.  While each category 
of masculinity may respond in a slightly different way to a reality of post-industrialization and feminism, males have all had to contend with changes to their 
conventional beliefs of how to gain hegemonic power (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Pye, Haywood et al. 1996).  These shifts impact the processes surrounding how 
their social identities become fixed or fluid, depending on the field.   
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structural, postmodern and discursive psychology perspectives over the 20th 
Century.  Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) assert that:  
Becoming a man is a matter of constructing oneself in and being 
constructed by the available ways of being male in a particular society.  It 
is a matter of negotiating the various discourses of femininity and 
masculinity available in our culture, those powerful sets of meaning and 
practices which we must draw on to participate in our culture and to 
establish who we are. (46) 
Clearly masculinity is constructed contextually within the school environment, or 
‘formally’ and ‘informally,’ as O’Donnell and Sharpe (2000) posit.  A solid 
example of how the masculine identity is contextual can be seen in Archer and 
Francis’s (2005) work where Chinese boys who were born outside the UK were 
less likely to adopt ‘laddism,’ or take laddish behaviour to an extreme.  The 
capital of laddish behaviour was operationalized in their social identity; but it did 
not infringe on their learner identities, which supports the argument that certain 
identity facets can be fluid.  Connell asserts that masculine identities are actively 
constructed and accomplished in everyday actions within institutions such as 
families, sports, armies, schools, and corporations and she believes: “masculinity 
shapes education, as well as education forming masculinity” (Connell 1989: 298).  
However, Connell believes foremost in “social power” where “the school is 
probably not the key influence in the formation of masculinity for most men” 
(Connell 1989: 301).   
 
Despite the large volume of different perspectives on masculinity (Kimmel 2010), 
each perspective holds social power as significant to the study of a masculine 
identity.  For working-class males, their social interaction and peer group is often 
a generative space for producing behaviours counterproductive to schooling.  For 
example, Warrington and Younger’s (2000) study shows that, “individually, or in 
small groups, boys could see that [‘laddish’] behaviour was not in their long-term 
interest; in the classroom, situation, however, they often found it difficult to 
deviate from an accepted group norm” (405).   
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Since Connell’s work, researchers now widely accept that the process of 
masculinity formation is contextual and bounded by history:  
the history of European/American masculinity over the last two hundred 
years can broadly be understood as the splitting of gentry masculinity, its 
gradual displacement by new hegemonic forms, and the emergence of an 
array of subordinated and marginalized masculinities. (Connell 2005)   
Obviously, since Willis’s ‘lads,’ there have been thirty-five years of economic 
and racial re-composition alongside the advancement of women.  This rapid 
change has altered the way (white) working-class males form their identity and as 
a result masculinity research must be integrated with more general analyses of 
social change (cf. Weis 1990; Weis, Fine et al. 1997; Connell 2005).
29
  Within the 
discourse on masculine identity construction, Connell disputes that any social 
researcher subscribes to the notion that masculinity is a fixed thing; instead 
masculinity is constantly in flux (being formed and reformed) and constantly 
being impacted upon, whether positively or negatively.   
 
In past sociological work, culture has been represented as a powerful force in 
which the subject is controlled by something beyond himself.  While there is 
merit in this argument, I would agree with Furlong (1993) who observes that the 
social group – or subculture – is not static but constantly shifting, where students 
continually adjust “their behaviour to each other, where those actually interacting 
are always changing, and where norms of behaviour are not consistent” and they: 
“must continually interpret each other’s actions, and therefore continually 
‘redefine’ the situation for themselves” (147).   
 
Hegemonic masculinity, as a normative concept which is unattainable, requires 
men to “position themselves in relation to it,” and has been widely used in 
education studies to explore classroom life (Connell 2005: 832, 833).  It is 
important to remember that hegemony “always refers to a historical situation, a 
set of circumstances in which power is won and held” and , in order to understand 
the demands associated with masculinity, researchers must examine the practices 
                                                 
29 At this point, Connell cites Jung’s two theories of masculinity.  According to Jung, masculinity is self-constructed in transaction with the social environment 
(persona) and additionally constructed through the unconscious formed through the repressed elements. Jung was interested in the balance between with 
masculine persona and feminine anima (12). 
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in which hegemony is constituted and contested" (Carrigan, Connell et al. 1985: 
594).  Furthermore, hegemony has been conflated and adapted in sociological 
research; more recent work on hegemonic identity construction shows how it can 
be challenged by males openly or through subversive practices (Connell and 
Messerschmidt 2005).  Connell asserts that while hegemonic masculinity is about 
power, the most: “visible bearers of hegemonic masculinity are not always the 
most powerful people” (Skelton 1997: 351).  Status and the hegemonic are 
important concepts to consider in our exploration of the nexus of fixed and fluid 
learner identities, but we must remain sceptical.  As a conceptual tool, it has been 
argued that hegemonic masculinity largely lacks any empirical research base and 
is a theoretical tool which has arguably been over-utilized and misunderstood as 
deterministic (Wedgwood 2009: 335).  Through such utilization it has become a: 
“freefloating concept, in contrast to Connell’s original concept, which is firmly 
anchored at the top of a hierarchy of historically specific masculinities, including 
subordinate, complicit and marginalised masculinities” (Wedgwood 2009: 335). 
 
For Connell and many other theorists, gender is a performance, a ‘process’ or a 
project; toward understanding one’s identity, individually and in relation to 
other’s identities as ‘social practice’ (Connell 2005).  According to her three-fold 
model of masculine identity, consisting of power (e.g. subordination of women), 
production (e.g. division of labour) and cathexis (e.g. emotional attachments), 
Connell argues that gender intersects with race and class and that white 
masculinities are constructed in relation to all Others, whether it be white women, 
black men, Asian women, etc (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).  Stuart Hall 
(1996) reminds us that it is “the Other, the relation to what it is not, to precisely 
what it lacks” which becomes an essential ingredient to how identity is 
constructed (4-5).   For boys, othering is a process of achieving status and 
preserving the hegemonic (Renold 2004: 253).  In her study of the white 
American working-class, Weis (1990) asserts that racism and sexism – though 
arguably eroded in society – are powerful forms of legitimate capital for white 
working-class men.  Research focused on racism, sexism and homophobia, as 
identity rendering techniques for working-class males, runs the risk of 
pathologizing them as an angry mob; however, identity construction against ‘the 
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Other’ is well documented in the United Kingdom as a process of identity 
composition (Mac an Ghaill 1994: 90).   
 
In an effort to understand the relationships between different masculine identities, 
Martino’s work expands on Connell’s depiction of fluidity and hegemony in 
constructing masculinities.    Martino utilizes Foucault’s polymorphous 
techniques of power to examine adolescent masculinities and how subjects 
constitute themselves (Martino 1999).  Specifically, Martino studies how 
modalities of power are channelled, through normalizing regimes of practice, to 
permeate individual modes of behaviour often seen in schools (Martino 1999; 
Smith 2007).   Martino introduces the concept of the heteronormative, where 
there exists a particular form of masculinity marked out and consistently policed, 
including boys who model it and excluding boys who do not.  It is impossible to 
advance a “full understanding of gender relations in schools without examining 
them in a context of compulsory heterosexuality” which shapes identity (Epstein 
1997).  This heteronormative – which Martino considers to be universal – relates 
directly to Connell’s protest masculinity of ‘being cool,’ which is founded upon 
rejecting the:  “demeanour of the hard-working, high-achieving and compliant 
student” (1999: 250).  As with other studies focused on the plurality of masculine 
identities in relation to educational environment (Mac an Ghaill 1994), some boys 
are then caught between two positions, ‘squid’ or ‘party animal,’ (Martino 1999), 
and this duality involves a careful balancing between competing masculine 
identities (Reay 2002).  The multiplicity of competing identities, I would again 
argue, is a salient aspect of masculine identity construction, and the fluidity of 
identity, the ‘straddling of boundaries,’ has implications for educational 
engagement (Carter 2006).   
 
1.3.3  Construction(s) of an ethnic identity through schooling 
 
In her analysis of ‘race’ in America, Michelle Fine (1997: 58) writes: “[s]chools 
and work, for example, do not merely manage race; they create and enforce racial 
meanings” (58).  Race is difficult to research, especially with the opaqueness of 
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investigating whiteness.  In her research, Phoenix (1997) notes how young people 
– especially white British – find it difficult to talk about what being white means 
to them.  Preston (2009) argues: “Whiteness is therefore far from a homogeneous 
category being contested, determined and re-classified over time as part of an 
ongoing process of white racialisation” (5).  For Preston whiteness is constantly 
in formation and not all groups benefit from whiteness equally (5).  Gilroy’s 
(2004) concept of melancholia de-historicizes white, working-class disadvantage 
and shows how white, working-class identities are formed in opposition to 
migrants.  Obviously my participants would have been exposed, primarily 
through the media, to prevalent moral panics of violent black hyper-masculinity 
(Phoenix 1997) in South London.   
 
Given that official statistics reveal that most groups experiencing poverty achieve 
relatively poor results regardless of ethnic background (Gillborn 2009: 18), it is 
interesting to consider how white students are constructed within these school 
sites and how they construct themselves.  Research has documented how white 
and black boys resist schooling in different ways (Archer, Pratt et al. 2001: 433).  
At this point it is worth considering the term ‘chav’30 as racially charged (Tyler 
2008) where it can reference the whole of the white working-class or segments of 
the underclass (Preston 2009: 35).  In her discussion of Haylett’s work on the 
‘underclass,’ Skeggs (2004a) writes:  
The representations unleash a chain of signifiers in which an underclass is 
not only represented, but also shaped by disparate discourses of familial 
disorder and dysfunction, dangerous masculinities and dependent, fecund 
and excessive femininities, of antisocial behaviour, and of moral and 
ecological decay. (87) 
In numerous works Skeggs has shown white working-class women contending, 
negotiating and subverting social constructions surrounding class, gender and 
ethnicity (Skeggs 1991; 2002; 2005; 2009).    
 
                                                 
30 According to Tyler (2008), "[c]hav, and its various synonyms and regional variations (including Pikey, Townie, Charver, Chavette, Chavster, Dumbo, 
Gazza, Hatchy, Hood Rat, Kev, Knacker, Ned, Ratboy, Scally, Scumbag, Shazza, Skanger), have become ubiquitous terms of abuse for the white poor within 
contemporary British culture" (20-21). 
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Although critiques of intersectionality may consider class and ethnic identities as 
simply variables: “class is essential to understanding facets of an individual’s 
racial subjectivities and objective situations” (Preston 2009). In his study of white 
identity in Essex schools, Preston (2009) captures what occurs when the dominant 
social constructions (of whiteness) influence behaviour:  
students took pleasure in language, humour, play and what the male 
students referred to as ‘larging it.’  By playing with, parodying and 
inflating their ascribed identity, the students may have achieved a partial 
demystification of the irrelevance of the qualification to their working 
lives.  They were using the nature of ‘Essex-ness’ with all of its negative 
(and positive) connotations in a reflexive manner.  Indeed, it may be 
considered that there is considerable strength in this identity and in 
‘recapturing’ certain working class, white, identities for cultural work…  
(55)    
Gillborn and Kirton (2000), as well as Fine, Burns et al. (2008), found that white 
working-class boys were aware of class and ethnic disadvantages.  In their study, 
Gillborn and Kirton describes how the white working-class were aware that they 
would not get the help that the EAL students get and therefore “…the students’ 
experience of education connects with powerful racist myths that are current in 
the wider community…” (281). Demie and Lewis (2010) found specific barriers 
with the white working-class as an ethnic group, specifically lack of community 
and school engagement, low levels of parental engagement, and lack of targeted 
support. 
 
In the analysis of identity construction, alongside class, ethnicity is an essential 
factor in how boys engage with their learning. Kuriloff and Reichert’s (2003) 
study of African-American and white working-class males at an elite boarding 
school found African-American boys were able to develop a set of strategies that 
tapped into discourses of class and ultimately propelled their engagement.  In 
contrast white working-class boys lacked the class critique, absorbed the 
meritocratic ethos of the school and saw their deficiencies as personal failings.  
Whilst not researching at a prestigious school, MacLeod (2009) found a similar 
ethnic learner identity dynamic at play in relation to neo-liberal educational 
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processes.  For MacLeod his African-American ‘brothers’ failure results in the 
inability to see that meritocracy is a myth and they simply blame themselves 
when they do not achieve.  This contrasts the (mostly) white ‘Hallway Hangers’ 
who locate their failure in the complex amalgam of agency and unequal societal 
structures. 
 
1.4   Fixed and fluid: schooling and the (elusive) successful learner 
identity 
 
While systemic issues in the school (curriculum, setting, exam boards and 
staffing) can often make the successful learner identity nearly impossible for 
working-class students to inhabit, we must pay close attention to how daily school 
practices and philosophies shape and reshape the learner identity (Williams 
2009).  In order to analyse the interplay between the social and learner identities, 
fixity and fluidity of identity shifts shall be considered.  Within gender research 
fluidity is not new and since the 1970s, there has been a search for deeper 
understandings of how masculinity relates to other categories such as sexuality, 
class, ethnicity and place (Connell 2005; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).  As 
the facets used to compose a masculine identity are in flux, this perhaps alters 
how fluid male experience can be in masculinities which are embodied and 
performed (Pye, Haywood et al. 1996; Frosh, Phoenix et al. 2002).  In relation to 
the concept of fluidity, Reay (2002), citing Connell and Bourdieu, cautions 
against too great an emphasis on fluidity: 
arguing that ‘fluidity may be a great deal less fluid when examined in the 
institutional contexts of everyday life … It might indeed, be helpful to 
think about the ‘fixing’ mechanisms that limit the fluidity of identities’ 
(Connell, 2001, p. 8). Class operates as one such ‘fixing mechanism’, 
chaining Shaun to a place where his self-fashionings have limited efficacy 
(Bourdieu, 1999). (223) 
We must recognize that some boys become ‘locked’ into a ‘groove’ (Sewell 1997: 
4) of certain identities; the process of becoming fixed is sometimes beyond their 
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control and is always both deeply contextual and relational.  Young people draw 
on various context-specific capitals in order to establish their public identity 
(Reichert, Stoudt et al. 2006).  However, as Archer and Yamashita (2003b) show 
in their work: “The boys did not construct ‘fixed’ or consistent masculinities; they 
shifted between alternative identity positions. In particular, the young men talked 
about trying to ‘leave’ some identities” (127).  I acknowledge that ‘fixed’ is a 
problematic term because as a social constructionist I believe “the self is not a 
coherent and fixed personality”, but is rather positioned by powerful gender, 
classed and ethnic discourses (Francis 2000: 19). We understand the self by 
looking to conceptions of belonging (Hall 1996).  The tensions between ‘leaving’ 
and ‘holding on’ has been seen in many education studies, particularly with post -
16 and higher education (Skeggs 2002; Archer, Hollingworth et al. 2007).  While 
fixed and fluid can be applied to working-class men broadly, my work is 
interested on how these subjectivities are experienced with learner identities in 
educational contexts.   
 
I believe Bourdieu’s work is integral to furthering my understanding of fixed and 
fluid identity work.  In Reay’s case study Shaun’s Story, she utilizes Bourdieu’s 
‘the duality of the self’ (Bourdieu 1999: 511) to depict the fractured relationship 
of “white working-class masculinities with educational success in an inner-city 
working-class school” (Reay 2002: 221-222) and the “heavy psychic costs” 
involved in being “tough boy on the street versus good boy in the classroom” 
(ibid: 222).  Individuals are characterized by continuous personal identity and by 
discontinuous personal diversity; they are constantly experiencing themselves as 
multiple (Davies and Harre 1990).  While Davies and Harre’s point is noteworthy, 
I intend to explore specifically the extent to which the identity work that burdens 
working-class boys is the: “habitus divided against itself” (Bourdieu, Accadro et 
al. 1993: 511).  Building on Bourdieu, Ingram uses the words ‘pushed’ and 
‘pulled’ to explore the competing dispositions of white working-class boys in 
different school sites.  Ingram (2011) accounts for the powerful influence of field 
and institutions, that is to say how institutions can influence the habitus, and how 
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fields can activate features of identity at certain moments.
31
  Obviously white 
working-class boys in this part of South London are exposed to competing fields 
which push them – to varying extents – to operationalise their capitals, as well as 
their unconscious ‘feel for the game’ (Bourdieu 1988: 782) 
 
1.5   Conclusion 
Despite the work on white working-class boys, further study is needed on learner 
identities and the ‘factors’ which result in their academic (dis)engagement. The 
focus of my research is on how white working-class boys are valued and devalued 
in their educational experience through the lens of gender, ethnicity and social 
class.  How these young males negotiate their socially constructed subjectivities – 
their subcultures and their (reflexive) relationship between identity and 
engagement – are central to my research agenda.  The next chapter will explore 
past trends while contextualizing and problematizing existing research. 
                                                 
31 As a point of clarification between the terms of institution and field, “the idea of institutions suggests consensus” while field, which is superior to institution 
for Bourdieu, is: “a concept that can cover social worlds where practices are only weakly institutionalized and boundaries are not well established” (Swartz 
1997: 120).  
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Chapter 2: Social reproduction and the school 
Social reproduction in schooling has been a vibrant area in the sociology of 
education since the mid-1970s.  This chapter will provide a short critique of the 
main historical trends in subcultural theory while making connections to the 
current education climate.  The chapter also addresses how I used the concept of 
engagement and makes an argument for how engagement brings together social 
identity construction with learner identities shaped by the institution in which 
social reproduction is fostered. 
 
2.1  Critiques of subculture theory and the current education 
climate 
The sociological approach to subcultural theory is best illustrated in classic works 
such as Hargreaves’s  study of Lumley Secondary Modern School (1967), or 
Lacey’s  study of Hightown Grammar (1970), and Ball’s  work on Beachside 
Comprehensive (1981).  All three studies adopt an unequivocal social 
interpretation of deviance, documenting the development of pupil subcultures 
amongst educationally unsuccessful groups of pupils (Furlong 1991: 294).  Each 
subculture is integrally linked to the school processes of setting, streaming and 
labelling these groups as educational failures, which highlights the relationship 
between agency and structure.  Hargreaves focused on tough working-class boys 
of the lower streams in a single-sex secondary modern school, while Lacey 
demonstrated how, when a small group of working-class boys were presented 
with a route to social mobility (via the 11+), the boys’ social class identification 
held them back (Boaler, Wiliam et al. 2000; O'Donnell and Sharpe 2000).  Jenny 
Shaw (1995) writes: 
Yet it is polarization as much as stereotyping that needs to be understood.  
For polarization is progressive and systematic.  It was a central theme in 
the sociology of education when access to educational opportunity was the 
major research paradigm and the overriding issue seemed to be how best to 
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explain the interaction between class and education (Lacey, 1970), or how 
deviance could be an outcome of education (Hargreaves, 1967). (107)  
Furthermore, within differentiation-polarization studies, it is important to 
consider: “how pervasive polarization is as a feature of educational 
organizations” (Shaw 1995: 107).  A decade later, Ball extended the study of 
polarization, highlighting how streaming reinforced negative attitudes towards 
education of working-class students and simultaneously furthered the association 
between educational failure and the working-class (Abraham 1989; Boaler, 
Wiliam et al. 2000).  In replicating Lacey’s study, Ball argued that: “teacher 
perceptions exist independently of any particular forms of pupils.  Once assigned, 
pupils are labelled accordingly.  Moreover, it only needs a ‘single cue’ in 
behaviour, real or alleged, for teachers to bring the whole stereotype to bear” 
(Woods 1990: 33).   Within the sociological studies of Hargreaves, Lacey and 
Ball, the relationship between social class, streaming and educational 
(dis)engagement is central.  O’Donnell and Sharpe argue that common link 
between these differentiation-polarization texts is the labelling process, which 
plays; “a significant part in the relative educational failure of working-class 
children”  (O'Donnell and Sharpe 2000: 41).   
 
Currently, social class, as a determinant of educational achievement, is arguably 
even more prevalent than ever with poverty is likely to impact on children’s 
cognitive skills, language development as well as parenting practices (Hartas 
2010: 894).  If we are to analyse the disengagement of white working-class boys 
accurately, we must accept that the system may be a large part of the problem, 
shaping neo-liberal ideology in educational policy which promotes social 
segmentation.  When discussing engagement and ascertaining why disengagement 
occurs, it must be recognized that, whilst some white working-class pupils attend 
schools which are rated excellent by OFSTED, the majority attend failing – or 
‘sink’ – schools and the quality of educational provision has a clear impact on 
lack of engagement (Cassen and Kingdon 2007; Strand 2008b). In her research on 
‘sink’ comprehensives, Reay (2004c) demonstrates how they are: “labelled as 
rubbish, crap and shit, become signifiers of the abject – as residual matter, 
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defilement and disorder (Sibley, 1999)” (1010).32  Gorard (2000) argues: “state 
education, far from increasing social justice and providing opportunities for all, as 
it was intended to do by its creators, actually appears to be leading to decreases in 
social justice” (4).  
 
The comprehensive education sector, in its desire for accountability through the 
use of ‘high stakes testing,’ marketization and standardization (Au 2008), is 
becoming more socially divided.  These educational policies result in the 
segregation of working-class boys into lower ability sets,33 as many schools have 
found it easier to separate out students who struggle with learning and who do not 
consider education to be part of the working-class ‘ethos’ (Charlesworth 2000: 
30) and consequently not consider it to be part of their identity or future (Ball and 
Reay 1998; Reay 1998c; Reay and Wiliam 1999; Boaler, Wiliam et al. 2000; 
Gillborn and Kirton 2000; Reay 2001).  Nearly forty years after the early writings 
of Hargreaves, Lacey and Ball, social class, and specifically the relationship 
between class and placing students into sets, remains the largest determining 
factor influencing student achievement.   
 
2.2   Defining engagement: the continuum of engagement and dis-
engagement 
 
Admittedly, the concept of academic engagement is difficult to work with 
sociologically as the majority of past work is largely psychological and 
quantitative (Finn 1989; Finn, Pannozzo et al. 1995; Fredricks, Blumenfeld et al. 
2004).  However, Willis strongly argues that for the “future of ethnography” it is 
“essential” for researchers to embrace a post-disciplinary approach and not be 
confined to a singular discipline whether it be education, sociology, cultural 
studies or anthropology (Willis 2004: 168).  I strongly argue that engagement is 
                                                 
32 Extending working-class cultural disadvantage is the remit of the education system which actively streams, forming encapsulated top sets in order to cater to 
middle-class parents whose children are ‘valuable commodities,’ within the market and who want their children kept away from what they believe to be 
working-class ‘roughs’ (Reay 1998; Reay 2004c; Reay 2007). 
33 It should be noted that the special education route that is available in most Westernized countries is not available in the UK, where all students progress 
through social promotion regardless of ability and all are expected to excel in one National Curriculum. 
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identity-based and must therefore be explored through a lens which considers how 
students negotiate their learner and social identities. 
 
Far more multifaceted than either any “cultural deficit analysis or failing school 
thesis allows,” there exists a complex dynamic of school quality, peer/family 
influence, social capital and cultural capital which has the potential to influence 
academic engagement (Reay 2009: 24).  Within the ‘engagement’ literature 
several broad problems persist; foremost is the problem of how engagement is 
defined.  Fredricks, Blumenfeld et al. (2004) assembled a list of 45 overlapping 
definitions in studies on education which employ an equal number of different 
methods.  Additionally, sociological literature of the 1960s utilized the term 
‘alienation’ rather than ‘dis-engagement’ to cluster the qualities of: 
“powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, self-estrangement, social 
isolation, and cultural estrangement” (Finn 1989: 124).  Secondly, “most 
measures do not distinguish a target or source of engagement” (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld et al. 2004: 69), ignoring the impact of family and wider society and 
making tenuous links to school-based variables such as tracking, ability grouping, 
teacher expectations, curricular differentiation, and counselling (Yair 2000).  
Thirdly, the problem remains that researchers have focused too little on the power 
of the peer group to influence engagement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld et al. 2004: 76) 
and too much on the positive and negative classroom behaviours which are easy 
to observe and make inferences about (Finn, Pannozzo et al. 1995).  Moreover, 
past engagement studies – utilizing a plethora of models – have focused on white 
middle-class samples with working-class and immigrants largely neglected (Finn, 
Pannozzo et al. 1995).   
 
Despite the pervasive debates, many academics agree that engagement (however 
defined) is malleable (Fredricks, Blumenfeld et al. 2004) and difficult to measure 
using any methodology, whether psychological (Frosh, Phoenix et al. 2002), 
sociological (Willis 1977) or socio-cultural (Wexler 1992).  Furlong, in his 
analysis of a ‘disaffection,’ which can possibly stem from a long-term lack of 
engagement, argues persuasively: 
Yet I would suggest that part of the problem also lies in the weakness of 
the sociological research itself.  At first sight the arguments may seem 
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convincing, but the underlying analysis in such studies is often simplistic.  
For example, researchers often focus on the influence of one aspect of the 
social world at a time (school organisation, working class culture) thereby 
denying the multiplicity of factors that may influence children in their 
rejection of schooling. (1991: 295) 
In my exploration of white working-class boys’ engagement with their education, 
the sociological approach does have limitations which must be recognized.  
Studies have focused on linking behaviour to achievement, such as ‘on-task’, 
‘off-task’, dropping out, truancy, disruptive behaviour, juvenile delinquency 
(Finn 1989).  However, whilst these studies have validity, they should in no way 
be viewed as comprehensive pictures, for they assume causal effects and do not 
make the necessary links to what I assume to be integral – identity construction.34  
First, in our analysis of the elastic concept of engagement, we must begin with a 
working definition. 
 
My interest was in understanding if identity was a barrier to white working-class 
boys’ engagement; therefore my definition needed to include attention to self-
perception with a particular focus on how engagement with schooling and a 
socially constructed identity are, occasionally or consistently, intertwined.  Most 
importantly, a fixed or clinical definition of engagement may distort research 
which is exploratory and centred on experience.  My working definition of 
engagement does not include achievement and is more focused on a positive view 
of education accounting for understanding of a continuum of fixed and fluid 
identity shifts.  My definition is, therefore, purposely vague but focuses a lot of 
attention on identity construction, social power and fear of failure which are all 
integral facets of identity formation.    
 
2.3   Identity construction and engagement 
 
                                                 
34 In their study Finn, Pannozzo et al (1995) set out to show that inattentiveness (which they linked to low literacy) impeded academic progress more than 
disruptive behaviour.  The participants in this study recognized both behaviours, but further research needs to be conducted on why white working-class boys 
‘choose’ either inattentive or disruptive behaviour and the degree to which it is a choice in their identity constructions. 
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In considering conceptions of disengagement and subsequent failure, populist 
educator John Holt writes that students – of whatever ethnicity, gender or social 
class – fail because they are “afraid, bored, and confused” through the majority of 
their schooling.35  Disengagement, whether active or passive, must always be 
studied “within the broader social context of the structure and development of the 
state schooling system…” (Humphries 1981: 29) or, as Young, Chiland et al  
(1990) argue: “children reject school in the context of the meaning of education 
for them within their own society” (4).   
 
In an analysis of the engagement/disengagement continuum, Mac an Ghaill’s 
Young, Gifted and Black (1988) shows how schools embed inequalities through 
the valuing of particular forms of knowledge and culture.  Mac an Ghaill uses two 
typologies, the Warriors, who exhibit resistance through non-compliance and 
deviance, and the Black Sisters, who resist through accommodation adopted 
strategies.  The Black Sisters’s strategy involved a seemingly positive attitude 
towards schooling but was explicitly described by the girls as a political strategy 
designed to gain social mobility.  They were simply playing by the rules to get 
ahead; rules that they viewed as unfair.  While Mac an Ghaill’s  study focused on 
race, the work shows how schools and certain teachers privilege certain capitals 
and marginalize others.  The theoretical unpinning here is also apparent in other 
works dealing with learning subjectivities, pedagogy and engagement (cf. Wexler 
1981; 1992; 2006).  The marginalization of other cultures in relation to the white 
middle-class ethos of the school, shows us that the education system denounces 
racial, ethnic and class values that simply do not fit with the ideal clientele 
(Youdell 2004; 2010).  These dialectic processes are one of several ways 
engagement with formal education is structured and negotiated. 
 
2.3.1  Engagement, masculinity and social power 
 
                                                 
35 He argues that they are afraid, “above all else, of failing, of disappointing or displeasing the many anxious adults around them…” and bored: “because the 
things they are given and told to do in school are so trivial, so dull, and make such limited and narrow demands on the wide spectrum of their intelligence, 
capabilities and talents” (ibid: 5-6).  It should be noted that Holt’s teaching experience was in the private sector where his students were either middle-class or 
upper middle-class. 
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Engagement also has a sociological dimension.  From dating back to the 
eighteenth century it is well documented that boys often convey the image of 
“effortless achievement” with their schooling (Cohen 1998).  Examining boys’ 
beliefs regarding their own intelligence (Jackson 2002; 2003), it is important to 
consider their identity construction against the peer group, which appears to be 
imperative for boys regardless of their social class.  In an analysis of engagement, 
self-esteem cannot be ignored, as it incorporates social interaction, validation and 
stigma.  Finn (1989) states: 
According to the traditional frustration-esteem model, as a result of 
lowered self-esteem, the youngster exhibits problem behaviour that 
‘constitutes a way of coping with social stigma and loss of self-esteem 
associated with failure’ (Elliott & Voss, 1974, p. 204). He or she seeks an 
avenue through which esteem may be renewed. (121) 
In seeking an avenue for renewal, young males often look to the peer group.  Mac 
an Ghaill’s ‘Real Englishmen’ – who were generally quite successful at school – 
made a “highly public display of a contradictory achievement” where they 
rejected the work ethic of the school, instead assuming that intellectual 
talent/intelligence was ‘naturally’ inscribed within their peer group (1994: 59, 64-
70).   Undoubtedly, for some of the boys this (false) belief did not pose an issue 
academically, but we can assume that not all the ‘Real Englishmen’ were as 
academically able as they believed and in creating an identity-bound image of 
effortless achievement they actually achieved very little in the end.  Social 
validation by their peers remains a powerful force shaping and structuring how 
boys engage with their schooling.   
 
2.3.2 Institutionalized identities and fear of failure 
 
Institutionalized identities are another piece of the (dis)engagement puzzle. 
Recognizing social class as the “overriding organizing code of social life that sets 
one school apart from another,” Wexler writes that the “…route to becoming 
somebody in the suburban white working class is not the same as becoming 
somebody in a high school in a professional middle class suburb” (1992: 8).  
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When analysing identity as an influential component of academic progress, 
institutionalized environments and social background clearly influence identity 
formation, or the act of ‘becoming somebody,’ relative to the quality of the 
education provision.  Furthermore, Wexler states:  
What I underline is how much the experience and the meaning of everyday 
life – perhaps cause and effect of achievement and income inequalities – 
are different.  It is not simply a question of deficits or deprivations and 
advantages, but of different lifeworlds and of the dynamic organizational 
economies that generate and sustain diverse understandings and 
aspirations. (1992: 8) 
My research intends to move beyond rather simplistic assertions that claim 
masculinity is made redundant in schools, because of the uneasy fit between 
‘masculine’ forms of behaviour and the ‘feminine’ characteristics of schooling, or 
that argue that schools uphold masculinist traditional gender order (Mac an Ghaill 
1996; 2008).  These arguments neglect normalized school practices in the United 
Kingdom which privilege certain capitals, increase inequality and shape learner 
identities (Reay 2010: 280).  In understanding working-class identities in relation 
to the institution of the school, attention needs to be paid to narrow one-off 
summative assessments dictated by all-powerful examination boards, lack of 
vocational training, deficient curriculum, social promotion and other practices 
which exacerbate fear and influence identity.   
 
Unfortunately, the current A-C exam-board economy confounds social justice 
initiatives and increases ‘difference’ (Raphael Reed 1998a).  Furthermore, it 
results in what Youdell (2005) has termed bureaucratic, institutional, and 
classroom ‘educational triage’ which results in some students being saved while 
many students are written off from the moment they enter the school building.  
Moreover, schools have found it easier – and advantageous – to separate out 
students who struggle with learning and who are poorly equipped
36
 to combine an 
identity of academic success with a solid, respectable white working-class 
                                                 
36 Young (1971) discusses courses in “‘low status’ knowledge areas, and restricting their availability to those who have already ‘failed in terms of academic 
definitions of knowledge,’” and that these failures are perceived as ‘individual failures, either of motivation, ability or circumstances, and no failures of the 
academic system itself.”  Furthermore, within education some courses: “deny pupils access to the kinds of knowledge associated with rewards, prestige and 
power in our society” (40) 
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identity (cf. Ball and Reay 1998; Reay 1998c; Reay and Wiliam 1999; Boaler, 
Wiliam et al. 2000; Gillborn and Kirton 2000; Reay 2001). 
 
I am interested in how neo-liberal processes are fostered in the school dynamic 
and how they structure the identity negotiations of white working-class boys.  
There exists tremendous anxiety and fear for young men around these highly 
evaluative high-stakes taken-for-granted educational processes.  In terms of 
educational engagement, Jackson  (2002; 2003) studied how fear results in boys 
consciously strategizing in order to guard their self-worth, and we can deduce 
that, in a failing school, more strategizing must be exacted to ensure that “self-
worth and/or their social worth” is protected against the dominant culture of 
performativity (Raphael Reed 1998b). Identity work is part of the processes of the 
school and shaped by the system which privileges certain capitals.  
 
2.4   Conclusion 
 
Whether analysing data pertaining to boys or girls, (dis)engagement remains a 
gendered, ethnic and classed process impacting upon basic skills and motivations 
which subsequently shapes learner identities.  Therefore, it warrants intersectional 
questioning as some students may disengage from schooling along a gender, class 
or ethnic route or an interplay of all three.  Regardless of how disengagement 
occurs, it is a social disengagement.  Disengagement is often validated through 
the social collective and it is essential to consider social acceptance as one of the 
most important determinants of identity.  My research intends to explore the 
significance of the social collective as a process of intersectional identity 
construction in different contexts; more specifically how white working-class 
boys negotiate their school-based experiences.  In the next chapter, an argument 
will be made for the use of Bourdieu’s conceptual tools and the use of elements of 
an intersectional analysis centring on a nexus of learner and social identities.  
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Chapter 3 – Establishing an identity framework 
 
The questions I have regarding social and learner identities speak to a 
Bourdieusian analysis for a number of reasons.  Firstly, (dis)engagement from 
education is a social practice.  Secondly, in the questioning of how certain 
identities and subjectivities come into being, Bourdieu’s tools of capital, fields 
and habitus provide a valuable framework.  I will recount my interpretation of 
Bourdieu’s theoretical tools, how I intend to operationalized them and also how 
they may be useful in exploring fixed and fluid identity work with social and 
learner identities. I intend in this chapter to argue in favour of Bourdieu and the 
use of intersectional questioning.   
 
3.1 An argument for Bourdieusian analysis of identity in 
educational contexts 
 
Bourdieu conceived of education as a “mechanism for consolidating social 
separation” (Grenfell 2008: 29) and: “a central ideological and cultural site of 
socialization that…was often more likely to reproduce, rather than challenge, 
social inequality in the state” (Dillabough 2004: 490).  Rendered simply, 
Bourdieu argues that within educational contexts the cultural capital of the middle 
and upper classes are rewarded, while the capitals of the lower-classes are 
systematically devalued.  How class-based power and privilege is reproduced 
remains a continual focus.  Within the social sciences, the ongoing ‘structure-
agency’ debate heavily influenced Bourdieu’s development of his ‘theory of  
practices’ and theoretical tools (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 3).  My study 
works selectively with Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital to 
examine how white working-class boys engage with education and how classed, 
gendered and ethnic meanings are constructed.  My interest in the nexus of social 
and learner identities speaks to Bourdieu’s aim of theorizing human action as a 
dialectical relationship between objective structures and subjective agency.  
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As he sought to introduce new ways of thinking about social class, Bourdieu held 
to his principle belief that society cannot be analysed simply in terms of 
economic classes and ideologies.  He was not intellectually formed in a tradition 
which paid attention to the analysis of culture (Robbins 2005: 15), yet Bourdieu 
believed that, in order to gain a more accurate representation of social classes, we 
must understand the educational and cultural factors that foster subjectivities and 
establish capital(s).  Bourdieu’s research was not designed to establish that 
cultural differences were the consequences of different social origins; it was: 
“designed to show that social and cultural differences are inseparable and that, 
through time, the social, which is synonymous with natural or indigenous culture, 
is modified by degrees of initiation into artificial, acquired culture” (Robbins 
2005: 23).  Within wider processes of meaning-making: “social structures and 
cognitive structures are recursively and structurally linked, and the 
correspondence between them provides one of the most solid props of social 
domination” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 14).  Social class is not merely 
economic; it is rather a part of our lifestyle composition, being continuously 
created and maintained.  After all, social structures:  
– whether subjective or objective – are homologous for Bourdieu and are 
constituted by the same socially defining principles.  It is therefore 
possible to analyse the way the same structural relations are actualized in 
both the social and individual through studying structures or organization, 
thought and practice, and the ways in which they mutually constitute each 
other.  (Grenfell 2008: 46)    
For Bourdieu this is not mutually constituted meaning-making in the abstract as 
represented by poststructuralists (Dillabough 2004: 497), but more concrete.  
Through a Bourdieusian lens, the individual is not merely constructed through 
their experiences within the world but also through their relationship with their 
subjectivities.  The meanings ascribed to their behaviours are highly constrained 
by the meanings that they have internalized through the objective structures of 
their experiences in the world.   
 
For Bourdieu, as with most sociological approaches, it is necessary to examine 
how agency and power are positioned.  The structures, according to Bourdieu, are 
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a constraining framework in which meaning is derived by a social agent in order 
to form subjectivity as opposed to meaning and subjectivity being determined by 
the internalization of external structures.  Bourdieu argues: 
post-structural representations of self-hood pay little attention to issues of 
experience and the real subjects through whom language and power are 
generated…some post-structuralists do not seize the opportunity to 
advance a theory of identity that might explain how it is that some 
individuals appear to assert greater levels of ‘freedom’ and ‘agency’ than 
others, and are therefore in a social position precisely to articulate and 
assert their ‘freedoms’. Bourdieu’s point, I believe, is that no one is 
ultimately free. Individuals are certainly bound by the conditions of their 
political, economic and cultural circumstances. (Dillabough 2004: 498) 
In order to understand a social phenomena and interactions between people it is 
necessary to examine the social space and to locate the object within specific 
local and globalized contexts and to think in terms of relations between structures 
and the individual (Grenfell 2008: 67).  The social space of a school is constituted 
by hierarchical power relations and the interplay of social and learner identities.  
Whilst culturalist and class conscious explanations of resistance, disengagement 
and identity work are waning in light of increased attention to individualization, 
we must remain suspicious of an individualized: “‘makeover’ of social and 
learner identities” (Reay 2010: 281).  A Bourdieusian analytical approach is 
cultural, relational and contextual and is, therefore, still useful when considering 
white working-class boys as social agents.   
 
3.2   Bourdieu’s framework for analysis 
 
A central element of Bourdieu's work is his attempt to undermine the dualisms of 
objectivism and subjectivism, structure and agent, determinism and 
phenomenology where habitus and field: “are intended to offer an alternative 
conceptualization of the subject, as socially embedded, as embodied dispositions, 
shaped by one’s location within social fields” (Kenway and McLeod 2004: 528).  
In short, Bourdieu posits a circular relationship between structures and practices, 
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in which “objective structures tend to produce structured subjective dispositions 
that produce structured actions which, in turn, tend to reproduce objective 
structure” (MacLeod 2009: 15).  In an effort to straddle antinomies in social 
science and reconcile subjectivist and objectivist modes of thinking while 
maintaining close ties between theory and empirical research, Bourdieu claimed 
never to theorize for the sake of it (Grenfell 2008: 15).  As an empiricist, he 
refused to: “establish sharp demarcations between the external and internal, the 
conscious and the unconscious, the bodily and the discursive” (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992: 19).  Bourdieu’s philosophy seeks to “capture the intentionality 
without intention, the knowledge without cognitive intent, the pre-reflective, 
infra-conscious mastery that agents acquire in the social world…” (ibid).   
 
Forsaking the idea of ‘rules’ in favour of strategies, the social action of 
individuals, for Bourdieu, is guided by a practical sense, by what he calls a ‘feel 
for the game.’  The analogy of a game helps us to understand the dialectical 
relationship between the: “nexus of habitus, capital and field” (Wacquant 2011: 
86).  We invest ourselves in the game, where: 
We can picture each player as having in front of her a pile of tokens of 
different colors, each color corresponding to a given species of capital she 
holds, so that her relative force in the game, her position in the space of 
play, and also her strategic orientation toward the game… the moves she 
makes, more or less risky or cautious, subversive or conservative, depend 
both on the total number of tokens and on the composition of the piles of 
tokens she retains, that is, on the volume and structure of her capital. 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 99) 
The strategies of the player operate in relation to the volume and structure of his 
capital.  Even when practice appears as rational action to an impartial observer 
who possesses all the necessary information to reconstruct it as such, rational 
choice is not its principle. Indeed, Bourdieu writes: “social action has nothing to 
do with rational choice, except perhaps in very specific crisis situations when the 
routines of everyday life and the practical feel of habitus cease to operate” 
(Bourdieu 1988: 782-3).  Rational Action Theory, according to Bourdieu, fails to 
recognize that action and intentional choice emanates from an actor who is 
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himself economically and socially conditioned.  In short, the theory ignores the 
dialectic between the range of options available, the range of options visible to us, 
and our dispositions (habitus), the embodied experiences of our journey (Grenfell 
2008: 52). 
 
More recent theorists (Reay 2002; Archer and Francis 2005; Archer, 
Hollingworth et al. 2007; Lareau 2008) have utilised Bourdieu’s concepts of 
field, capital, and habitus to further the analysis of working-class interaction with 
education, within what can only be called a “meritocratic illusion” (Mills 2008: 
83).  Using a Bourdieusian lens, these studies explore learner and social identities 
in relation to conceptions of aspiration, hegemonic masculinity, parental 
engagement and working-class cultural ethos.  My research intends to follow this 
framework of analysis.   
 
3.3   Bourdieu’s tools of capitals, field, habitus 
 
Bourdieu’s concepts of capitals, field and habitus are highly interrelated and 
interdependent, particularly when theorizing educational contexts.  Capital, for 
Bourdieu, is both objectified and embodied (Grenfell 2008: 105). Bourdieu 
identified four different types of capital – economic, cultural, social and symbolic 
– which are relational and do not operate independently of each other (Nash 1990: 
432).  Cultural capital is established through: “an embodied state, that is in the 
form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and the body; in the objectified 
state, in the form of cultural goods; and in the institutionalized state, resulting in 
such things as educational qualifications” (Nash 1990: 232).  Cultural capital 
consists of familiarity with the dominant culture of society, especially the ability 
to understand and use ‘educated’ language (Sullivan 2002). 
 
Cultural Capital 
 
As educational researchers, Lareau and Weininger (2003) proposed that cultural 
capital is institutionalized, widely shared, high status cultural signals (attitudes, 
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preferences, formal knowledge, behaviours and credentials) used for social and 
cultural exclusion.  They argue: 
cultural capital in school settings must identify the particular expectations 
– both formal and, especially, informal - by means of which school 
personnel appraise students.  Secondly, as a result of their location in the 
stratification system, students and their parents enter the educational 
system with dispositional skills and knowledge that differentially facilitate 
or impede their ability to conform to institutionalized expectations.  
(Lareau and Weininger 2003: 488)   
Therefore, schooling is a radically different experience for students who have the 
necessary capitals and are able to operationalize them to make the system work in 
their favour.  In using Bourdieu’s theoretical tools, MacLeod (2009) argues:  
Hence, schools serve as the trading post where socially valued cultural 
capital is parlayed into superior academic performance.  Academic 
performance is then turned back into economic capital by the acquisition 
of superior jobs.  Schools reproduce social inequality, but by dealing in the 
currency of academic credentials, the educational system legitimates the 
entire process. (14) 
In reference to the reproduction of social inequality, student identities play a 
significant role.  Student identities form in relation to their perception of their 
own embodied cultural capital, the labelling, the understanding of the system and 
their ability to manipulate the system to their advantage.  If the capitals they 
possess do not fit with the system, they look for spaces in which their capitals 
will be useful and elevate status. 
 
Fields 
 
Fields “designate bundles of relations” where there is often struggle within a 
domain of power (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 16).  These social spaces are 
particularly important in the study of youth cultures, as youth often collectively 
occupy more than one social field simultaneously.  Fields, as sites of endless 
change, are “where agents and institutions constantly struggle according to the 
regularities and the rules constitutive of this space of play…” and where there 
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exists a set of ‘logics’ particular to that field (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 102).  
While participants possess capitals that can be operationalized in the field, 
capitals cannot always be operationalized with equal ease.  The game that occurs 
in these fields, according to Bourdieu, is always competitive, where the 
accumulation of capitals (and status) is always at stake.  Each field, whether it is 
economic, social or educational has ‘distinctions’ which are symbolically valued.  
Distinction can become a key focus for symbolic struggles in which agents 
attempt to establish superiority; and through distinction differences and ultimately 
inequalities “appear natural and thus both inevitable and just” (Grenfell 2008: 
96).  Grenfell (2008) writes “Even though a field is profoundly hierarchized , with 
dominant social agents and institutions having considerable power to determine 
what happens within it, there is still agency and change” (73).  To maintain the 
equilibrium of the field mediates what social agents do in specific contexts, 
creating a dialectic between the field and habitus. 
 
How (and how often) one reflects and evaluates depends on one’s habitus and the 
experience of the habitus.  The habitus is not fully determined by structure, but, 
as it incorporates agency, it can be conceptualized as a constant interaction 
between structure and agency.  Agency is therefore not reducible to structures (it 
is not determined by experience but it is constrained by it).  Nor is it something 
that is separable from habitus.  These internalized structures may be viewed as 
more determined aspects of habitus that have left Bourdieu open to so much 
criticism, but habitus can only operate through an agent, and as such must 
incorporate an element of consciousness.  Agency and structure can both reside 
within the habitus, mutually shaping one another. 
 
Habitus 
 
In my understanding of my participants’ learner and social identities , habitus not 
only allows for agency and choice, but also recognizes that choices are limited –
restricted by socio-economic positioning – and that habitus predisposes 
individuals towards certain ways of behaving. Whilst such theorizing is essential, 
it is also important to consider how white working-class boys’ habitus is 
positioned within the field of the school and how field influences their learner 
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identities.  Habitus, as socialized subjectivity, allows for structure and agency as 
well as the individual and the collective, in which we see a relational structure 
where the significance of habitus is in relation to the fields (Grenfell 2008: 53, 
61).  Habitus and field operate in two ways: 
On one side, it is a relation of conditioning: the field structures the habitus, 
which is the product of the embodiment of the immanent necessity of a 
field (or of a set of intersecting fields, the extent of their intersection or 
discrepancy being at the root of the divided or even torn habitus).  On the 
other side, it is a relation of knowledge or cognitive construction.  Habitus 
contributes to constituting the field as a meaningful world, a world 
endowed with sense and value, in which it is worth investing one’s energy. 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 127) 
As a set of durable and transposable dispositions, the habitus is not ‘set’ but 
evolving as the field too is in constant flux.  After all, in theorizing with habitus 
we do not regulate our present actions by reference to any future goal as our: 
“actions are not purposeful but, rather, continuously adaptive” (Robbins 2000: 
29).  Being the product of history and experience, habitus is never fixed:  
it may be changed by history, that is by new experiences, education or 
training (which implies that aspects of what remains unconscious in 
habitus be made at least partially conscious and explicit).  Dispositions are 
long-lasting: they tend to perpetuate, to reproduce themselves, but they are 
not eternal. (Bourdieu 2002: 29)  
Habitus is where one’s perceptions and conceptions are conditioned by the 
structures of the environment in which they are engendered, yet the habitus does 
not operate identically for all people and is deeply dependent on capitals and 
field.  Habitus affects how a person thinks and what a person can think about, 
and, consequently, delineates the parameters of thought and action, without 
determining thought and action per se.  Bourdieu points out that the ways in 
which people see the world not only becomes naturalized, but that the 
arbitrariness of the processes through which they are naturalized often becomes 
invisible.   
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The habitus strengthens people’s perceptions that things are as they are because 
of the natural order, rather than through the influence of a culturally determined 
principle.  Examining the interplay between field and habitus closely, it is clear: 
a field consists of a set of objective, historical relations between positions 
anchored in certain forms of power (or capital), while habitus consists of a 
set of historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in the form 
of mental and corporeal schemata of perception, appreciation, and action. 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 16)   
Therefore, practices are not simply the result of one’s habitus but rather of the 
relations between one’s habitus and one’s current circumstances and past 
circumstances (Grenfell 2008: 52).  The theoretical tool of habitus places 
emphasis on the structuring forces of life experiences, and conceptualizes 
dispositions as the internalisation of the schemes that these experiences produce.  
As Reay (2004b) notes, habitus is a method of working with data, rather than 
applying it to data.  I intend to use the concept of habitus to interpret the specific 
and cultural practices that may produce certain ways of being, both inside and 
outside of school contexts. 
 
The Interaction Between Habitus and Field 
 
We must remember habitus is creative, inventive and generative but only within 
the limits of its structures; after all, it is bounded and the individual is always, 
whether he likes it or not, constrained, depending on the extent to which the agent 
becomes aware of it (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 126).  As a “result of the 
internalization of external structures habitus reacts to the solicitations of the 
field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 18).  Habitus does not rule out strategic 
choice or deliberation, remaining a tool Bourdieu uses to reconcile dualisms, 
transcend dichotomies and encourage us to think relationally between habitus, 
capital and field.  It also enables us to consider what occurs when habitus and 
field accord and when there are disjunctures and one feels a ‘fish out of water.’  
When habitus accords with the logic of the field: “it finds itself ‘as fish in water’; 
it does not feel the weight of the water and takes the world about i tself for 
granted” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 127).   
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It could be argued that dialectical confrontation between habitus and field (other 
than the field of origin) results in a degree of accommodation, where the habitus 
accepts the legitimacy of the new field’s structure and is , in turn, structured by it, 
thus enabling a modification in the habitus.  Yet the habitus is still constrained by 
the structuring forces of the field of origin.  In this case, the new habitus is made 
up of conflicting elements.  The internalization of new experiences and schemes 
of perception can lead to the internalization of conflicting dispositions.  This can 
be conceptualized as a ‘habitus tug’, where conflicting dispositions struggle for 
pole position, and the individual can at times feel pulled in different directions 
(Ingram 2009). 
 
3.4  Institutional habitus, gendered habitus, and the creation of the 
‘self’ 
 
In my analysis I intend to consider the powerful influence of field and 
institutions, specifically how institutions can influence habitus and how habitus 
can be activated in the field.
37
  White working-class boys in this part of South-
East London are exposed to competing fields which push them – to varying 
extents – to operationalise their capitals, as well as their unconscious ‘feel for the 
game’.   
 
Institutional Habitus 
 
Whilst institutional habitus has recently been critiqued as a “violation” of 
Bourdieu’s “conceptual logic” (Atkinson 2011: 332) institutional habitus is a 
useful tool when considering school cultures and the identity work of students.  
Within a grammar school in a deprived area, Ingram observed white working-
class boys’ habitus undergoing forms of mediation and negotiation in relation to 
the habitus of the institution (the grammar school).  Her cohort was able to 
                                                 
37 As a point of clarification between the terms of institution and field, “the idea of institutions suggests consensus” while field, which is superior to institution 
for Bourdieu, is: “a concept that can cover social worlds where practices are only weakly institutionalized and boundaries are not well established” (Swartz 
1997: 120).  
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carefully articulate the restructuring of their own habitus as it aligned with and 
against the tough-boy ‘smick’ (2011).  Using a combination of classroom 
observation, focus group and plasticine model making, Ingram (2011) illustrates 
the working-class boys’ habitus tug (when pulled by forces of different fields 
simultaneously), destablised habitus (when “no one knows who you actually 
are”), and disjunctive habitus (when the divided habitus causes division) which 
were largely processes centring on legitimating being both clever and working-
class. 
 
Gendered Habitus 
 
Though Bourdieu’s work largely implies that “gender is a secondary 
characteristic to social class” (Dumais 2002: 45), gender is indeed a significant 
part of habitus and should not be discounted in our understanding of the 
construction of learner and social identities.  As social theorists, we cannot 
dismiss gender because: “‘gender(s)’ – as sexually characterized habitus – may 
not be viewed as straightforwardly biological, material or essential, but as 
something complex, historical and fundamentally cultural in form”  (Dillabough 
2004: 496). In Distinction, Bourdieu explains that anxieties about class status and 
belonging are sublimated into and rehearsed through the categories of masculinity 
and femininity, thereby entrenching these distinctions further (1984: 382).  
Building on Bourdieu, Skeggs (2002) writes: “Gender, class and race are not 
capitals as such, rather they provide the relations in which capitals come to be 
organized and valued” (9).  Adding to this complexity:  
While gender identity is not an immutable or essential horizon, there are 
many pre-reflexive aspects of masculine and feminine behaviour – sexual 
desire, maternal feelings – that call into question the process of identity 
transformation highlighted by some theories of reflexivity. (McNay 1999: 
103) 
Therefore, we must consider the ‘weighting’ of gender within habitus.  
Furthermore, these ‘weightings’ may be increased or decreased depending on the 
field.  How gender works in relation to habitus remains complex.  McNay (1999) 
and others remain critical of Bourdieu’s lack of “consideration” of how gendered 
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habitus works in relation to the field.  Furthermore, without clarity, there is a 
danger of an “overemphasis on the alignment that the habitus establishes between 
subjective dispositions and the objective structure of the field with regard to 
gender identity” (107).  My research will consider the influence of fields on 
gendered habitus as well as the gendered processes pushed to the forefront in 
different fields.   
 
One of the strengths of habitus “is its ability to function without introspective 
scrutiny, below the level of conscious reasoning and deliberate will to action,” 
often giving the impression that one’s actions and dispositions are, in effect, 
instinctual  (Coles 2009: 39).  Thus, when considering gender, the “struggle for 
legitimacy that exists in the field of masculinity, between dominant and 
subordinated masculinities, is arguably validated by habitus and the belief that 
one’s own masculinity is ‘natural’ and ‘true,’” where masculinity as an 
unconscious strategy forming “part of the habitus of men that is both transposable 
and malleable to given situations to form practical dispositions and actions to 
everyday situations” (Coles 2009: 39).  Coles (2009) argues that Bourdieu’s tools 
work with hegemonic masculinity to produce theoretical models which describe: 
“relations of power that centre on capital and the tensions that exist between 
dominant and subordinate groups of men” (33-34).  He places an emphasis on 
field – a field of masculinity – as almost an overarching concept.  Whilst I agree 
that habitus may enable us to understand how men negotiate their masculinity, not 
all men use (or are able to use) masculinity as a resourceful strategy in their 
everyday lives as Coles argues (38). 
 
The Creation of the Self 
 
Building on Bourdieu’s model of class which is based on ‘capital’ movements 
through social space, Skeggs (2002) analyses the concepts of respectability and 
value in relation to the working-class self (8).  The self, respectability, and 
capitals are intertwined.  She notes Bourdieu is “opposed to the concept of self, 
which he considers to be a bourgeois fabrication” in favour of habitus which: 
“decentralizes the self, making it opposite to conscious action and will-power” 
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(Skeggs 2004b: 83).38  For Skeggs (2004a), habitus is a contradictory concept, as 
it is not only “the product of strategies objectively co-ordinated by mechanisms 
unknown to the individual” but also: “future-projected, strategizing, accruing, 
exchange-value self” (83).  Therefore the habitus can impact “upon the structures 
that shape it, with the potential to change the formation of the field from whence 
it came” (85).   
 
In modern society, many argue the creation of the ‘self’ has become subjective, 
pluralistic and diverse.  Post-structuralist theory explores gendered, classed and 
ethnic constructions of identities through the appropriation of available sets of 
meanings and practices (discourses) within various cultural settings (home, 
school, community, peer groups).  Furthermore, within a post-structuralist 
framework: “discourses provide viable ‘ways to be’ (subjectivities), and the 
construction of pupil identities is seen as a process of struggle and of negotiation, 
rejection, acceptance and ambivalence” (Pollard and Filer 2007: 448).   
 
According to Davies (1982), the self, more than ever before, is: “exposed to 
competing discourses, so we are positioned in different ways and have the 
opportunity to see ourselves in different ways” (238).  This creates a fragility of 
self, requiring constant maintenance work on self (Davies 1982: 238).  
Furthermore, we have critical moments in the ongoing development of individual 
identity where there is the task of maintaining the preferred discursive practices 
which makes one’s reality meaningful (Davies 1982: 238).  In the production of 
our own sense of who we are, of our subjectivity, we must think critically about 
male/female binaries, and we must recognize that categories are multiple and 
fluid: 
we are always in some sense both and neither of the binary categories, the 
accomplishment of unequivocal membership of one and not the other, and 
the simultaneous accomplishment of the ‘I’ as this person and not any 
other, involves the expulsion of the other. (Davies 2006: 73-4) 
                                                 
38 “While respectful of some post-structuralist accounts, Bourdieu argues that post-structuralist representations of self-hood pay little attention to issues of 
experience and the real subjects who language and power are generated” (Dillabough 2004: 498) 
 73 
 
In considering the creation of the self, Davies’ conceptions of category-
maintenance work is part of what agents engage in to separate themselves out into 
the binary category to which they have been assigned, largely through social 
construction processes.   
 
However, the cultural resources for self-making and ways of self-production are 
still mainly constrained by class (Skeggs 2004b).  Skeggs claims that in Britain, 
there exists a long history “in which the working-class have been (through 
representation) continually demonized, pathologized,” and that most 
representations of working-class people contribute to: “devaluing and 
delegitimating their already meagre capitals, putting further blocks on tradability, 
denying any conversion into symbolic capital” (Skeggs 2002: 10).    Lacking in 
cultural resources and daily ‘choices,’ while being saturated with negative media 
representations (Archer, Hollingworth et al. 2007), significantly limits the 
working-class ability to constitute themselves as having value (McDowell 2003; 
Skeggs 2005).  Through this process, we see the potential for ‘fixity’ as agents, 
who are deprived of capital, are: 
either physically or symbolically held at a distance from goods that are the 
rarest socially; they are forced to stock with the most undesirable and the 
least rare persons or goods.  The lack of capital intensifies and experience 
of finitude: it chains one to a place. (Bourdieu, Accadro et al. 1993) 
In understanding social class it is essential to comprehend that “respectability is 
one of the most ubiquitous signifiers of class” and: “has always been a marker 
and a burden of class, a standard to which to aspire…” (Skeggs 2002: 3).   
 
3.5   Bourdieu’s reflexivity 
 
In the field of sociology, it has been argued Bourdieu’s notion of reflexivity may 
stand as his most important contribution.  For Bourdieu, reflexivity is a 
methodological concept which stems from “critical theory based on a 
phenomenological questioning of knowledge creation: whether, how, and to what 
extent a research process allows the subject of knowledge to grasp the object of 
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his or her study in essence” (Grenfell 2008: 200).  Reflexivity considers the social 
and intellectual unconscious embedded in analytical operations surrounding 
research and, in Bourdieu’s eyes, serves as a buttress to epistemological security 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 37).  For Bourdieu, reflexivity means that all 
“knowledge producers should strive to recognize their own objective position 
within the intellectual and academic field” (Grenfell 2008: 201). 
 
It is important to consider the bias of the researcher’s own social coordinates 
(class, gender, and ethnicity) as well as the position the analyst occupies within 
the space and the possible intellectual positions offered to him in any given 
moment.  Good research takes into account our presuppositions and assumptions 
which are built into the research process and methodology.  Good research 
incorporates our intellectual introspection which informs scholarly judgements 
and critiques (ibid: 40).  Reflexivity will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 
5. 
 
3.6   Limitations, criticisms and critiques of Bourdieu 
 
All theoretical perspectives have limitations and Bourdieu’s theoretical 
framework is no exception. As Bourdieu emphasizes the way in which structure is 
incorporated into the body, his work is often accused of being deterministic 
(Jenkins 1992) and, as such, it does not allow enough room for agency and 
consciousness or intent on the part of the social agent (DiMaggio 1982; Jenkins 
1992; Throop and Murphy 2002; Mouzelis 2007).  Despite Bourdieu’s efforts to 
construct theoretical tools that are not devoid of agency and do not preclude 
agency, for some researchers his theory of practice is conceived of as being 
wholly deterministic, as the habitus is perceived as the unconscious driving force 
of human action, entirely generated by structure.  However, this has been hotly 
debated and Bourdieu denies the charge of determinism on three counts.  First, 
the same habitus will produce different practices in different social fields. 
Secondly, the habitus can be changed by alterations to the field.  Thirdly, the 
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habitus may be controlled by the: “awakening of consciousness and 
socioanalysis” (Bourdieu 1990: 116). 
 
As a cultural reproduction theorist, who is often criticized for asserting class 
structures to be overly deterministic of life choices  (Levinson and Holland 1996: 
7), Bourdieu dismisses ‘blaming-the-victim’ scenarios, arguing that structural 
disadvantages are internalized (through socialization) and produce forms of 
behaviour which result in unequal educational attainment (Swartz 1997: 104).  
Additionally, many social theorists have expressed frustration that Bourdieu 
cannot be located on either side of the agency/structure divide (Grenfell and 
James 1998) and that his theory is simply a socialization theory and, therefore, 
not designed to explain individual actions (Nash 1990).  By not locating himself 
on either side of the agency/structure divide Bourdieu addresses the tensions 
between the two, perhaps making his research a stronger articulation of 
experience.   
 
Habitus 
 
In his investigation of the relationship between schooling and systems of thought, 
Bourdieu argues that the school is a central generative space for habitus, where 
the student is directly and indirectly imparted with patterns of thinking (Ingram 
2009).  Habitus is the “social grammar of taste, knowledge and behaviour” 
(Giroux 1981: 9) and Bourdieu answers this criticism with recourse to the social 
patterns located in the individual.  Working-class habitus is an integral part of the 
puzzle as to why some working-class boys consistently reject education or why 
education rejects them. Despite disagreements regarding whether Bourdieu’s 
work has transcultural transferability (Robbins 2004), Charlesworth, using 
Bourdieu’s concepts in a meticulous ethnography of working-class Rotherham, 
articulates habitus is being transmitted from one generation to the next; therefore 
there is class ethos which: “is a specific embodied morality that operates in a 
practical mode and it governs the nuances of honour between people” (2000: 30).  
Whilst habitus is valuable, it remains an abstract and contested sociological 
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concept that took many shapes even in Bourdieu’s own writing (Reay 2004) and, 
consequently, social researchers must be clear about how the tool is used.   
 
According to Giroux (1981), Bourdieu’s habitus is helpful in pointing to a “mode 
of domination in which the oppressed contribute to their own subjugation through 
processes of socialization and self-formation,” as the concept of “habitus 
smothers the possibility for social change,” while ignoring reflexive thought (9).  
Sullivan (2002) disputes that “habitus is theoretically incoherent and has no clear 
use for empirical researchers” where it remains too nebulous to be operable (144, 
150).  Sullivan, in fact, argues strongly that habitus simply provides: “a veneer of 
theoretical sophistication to empirical findings” (150). Whilst Sullivan’s work has 
forced me to think critically about Bourdieu’s theoretical tools, I find her analysis 
of Bourdieu problematic as she does not look at the tools in relation to one 
another, which is absolutely essential.  
 
Cultural capital 
 
Cultural capital has recently been central to educational research, though debates 
exist about how to define it and how it varies according to characteristics of the 
educational field (Andersen and Hansen 2011).
39
  Originally, cultural capital was 
conceived as too narrow, pertaining simply to: “having objects of art at home, or 
a home furnished with ‘style’, visits to art museums or the theatre, or cultural 
training” (ibid: 2).  This narrow conception of cultural capital has been effectively 
problematized by Sullivan.  Sullivan (2001) shows how there is a strong 
relationship between cultural resources, such as playing musical instruments, 
visiting museums being transmitted from parents to children (902), but is critical 
of all forms of cultural capital influencing educational success (911).  She argues 
that reading and watching sophisticated television programmes impact on GCSE 
attainment but that musical habits (listening and playing) do not have a direct 
impact.  Van de Werforst and Hofstede (2007) found cultural capital strongly 
                                                 
39 “According to Bourdieu, the relative weight of stylistic or symbolic aspects of cultural capital…vary systematically in different settings." (Andersen and 
Hansen 2011: 3)  The impact of cultural capital should vary by characteristics of educational fields and also should vary by characteristics of the tests. (ibid: 4) 
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influenced education outcomes but had little impact on educational aspirations. 
40
  
Lareau and Weininger (2003) criticize DiMaggio’s interpretation with a: 
“conceptualization of cultural capital in terms of prestigious, ‘highbrow’ aesthetic 
pursuits and attitudes, and an insistence that it be conceptually and causally 
distinguished from the effects of ‘ability’” (575).  They argue for a broad 
definition of cultural capital which also includes cognitive skills. These skills 
may be used in a strategic manner by individuals, who thereby receive advantages 
or profits.  
 
Reflexivity 
 
In Bourdieu’s analysis of the capacity of social actors  in modern societies, one of 
his critics, McRobbie (2002), challenges Bourdieu’s methodology and research 
outcome.  She considers the work to be “unreflexive” and guilty of the 
“‘imposition effect’” where the researchers fail to acknowledge their own 
research fields while supplying skewed accounts of severe suffering in their quest 
for “personal perspectivism” (Kenway and McLeod 2004: 533).  Bourdieu has 
been criticized for not accounting sufficiently for gender, so for my research I 
draw upon Connell, Mac an Ghaill and Reay in order to examine working-class 
masculinity as a process within the habitus.   
 
Adaptability 
 
While there is not enough space to delve into all the ‘revisionists’ of Bourdieu, it 
is worth noting a few that informed my data analysis. Thornton’s Club Culture 
(1995), an ethnographic study of music subculture(s), re-presents Bourdieu’s 
cultural capital theory as a form of subcultural capital within the clubbers’ music 
scene.  Subcultural capital, which is objectified and can be embodied: “confers 
status on its owner in the eyes of a relevant beholder” (1995: 11).  More recently, 
                                                 
40 Problematizing Sullivan’s work, Bodovski explored cultural capital and its potential impact on kindergarteners progress in school where she concluded, 
“certain parental behaviors potentially have a more profound effect on children’s cognitive development, such as having a large number of children’s books at 
home or participation in specific extracurricular activities” and “participation in athletic activities, dance, and music lessons is associated with greater 
achievement." (153) 
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Elder-Vass (2007), for example, argues that: “many and perhaps most of our 
actions are co-determined by both our habitus and our reflexive deliberations” 
(335).  Clearly, Elder-Vass is working on the assumption that reflexive action is 
located beyond habitus, and by reducing habitus to something devoid of intention 
and consciousness he falls into a similar trap as Throop and Murphy (2002). 
 
3.7   Approaches to understanding educational experience  
 
While I have shown Bourdieu’s conceptual tools to be essential to exploring 
identity, the power of the institution and the creation of the self , there are a range 
of approaches to understanding identity and the motivation of agents.  Within 
educational research, each approach differs in ascribing how the role of agency, 
class and culture is understood in learner identities. While my work intends to 
utilize Bourdieu’s theoretical tools, focusing on the importance of school and 
masculinity cultures in the shaping of habitus (and vice versa), other theorists and 
theoretical constructs are worth noting.   
 
Arguably, the works of Beck and Goldthorpe are an effort to bring agency back 
into the identity equation.   Beck (1992) believed class to be an outdated concept 
and he remains equally sceptical of culture.  Questioning the relevance of 
empirical definitions of class, Beck argues that individuals respond differently to 
situations based on their own individualized reflexive understanding of that 
situation.  Competition and risk require people to advertise (or perform) their 
individuality, to become neoliberal subjects.41  Neo-liberalism attempts to erase 
issues of social identity and inequality and positions “individual students as 
‘consumers’ of, and equal players” where agents; “understand themselves as 
responsible for the production of a self” (Burke 2007: 414). Whilst not 
discounting culture entirely, Goldthorpe (1996; 1998), as a rational action theorist 
who also focuses on choice, cost and risk argues:  
I assume that actors have goals, have usually alternative means of pursuing 
these goals and, in choosing their courses of action, tend in some degree to 
                                                 
41 Beck’s conceptual work on ‘reflexive modernity’ is interesting but there are problems with his argument which afford a considerable amount of agency to 
individuals who: “decide which forces to act and which to ignore” (Skeggs 2004: 81). 
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assess probable costs and benefits rather than, say, unthinkingly following 
social norms or giving unreflecting expression to cultural values. 
(Goldthorpe 1996: 485) 
Beck’s conceptual work on the ‘reflexive self’ and Goldthorpe’s work on the 
rational actor are interesting but their work ignores the emotional ‘tight-rope’ of 
decision-making (Reay 2005: 921).  My approach is largely shaped by Bourdieu, 
but I also seek to consider a slight revision to Bourdieu’s central beliefs, 
exploring educational experience through an intersectional questioning and a 
series of push and pull factors (Ingram 2009; Wilkins 2011), centring around a 
nexus which is a combination of learner and social identity (see 3.11).  
Bourdieu’s work, I will argue, not only enables me to investigate fixed and fluid 
as aspects of identity, but also enables intersectional questioning.  In certain areas 
of my investigation, gender processes come to the forefront, while in others 
classed and ethnic processes dominate. 
 
3.8   Considering intersectional theorizing 
 
Bourdieu’s tools provide an: “astute guide in helping to identify the complex 
social processes implicated in intersecting axes of inequality (class, race and 
gender)” (Dillabough 2004: 491).  Bourdieu’s interdisciplinary approach, 
inflected in part through feminist theory, holds out the perspective of moving 
beyond cultural (re)production theories that draw on a single explanatory factor  
(ibid: 492).  Therefore, there is a strong argument for analyzing the interplay of 
gender, class and ethnicity and many social theorists have used intersectionality 
in their work.42  I will now briefly analyse the strengths and weaknesses of 
intersectionality, considering how each category is foregrounded at different 
times or depending on the field of interaction.  It is not my intention to combine 
or merge a Bourdieusian framework with intersectionality, though Bourdieu’s 
theoretical tools have been synthesized in other works regarding theories of 
learning (cf. Lachicotte 2009). Intersectionality has overlaps with all sociological 
theory and I prefer to think of it as intersectional questioning of the data rather 
than intersectional theorizing of the data. 
                                                 
42 While intersectional theorizing has been used it is not always referenced explicitly. 
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Intersectionality, as an epistemology, theoretical construct, methodology or 
hermeneutic, is innately about power, inequality and identity.  Intersectionality 
embodies “how to analyse and understand differences,” both inter-group and 
intra-group differences (Phoenix 2010b).  Intersectional theorizing can bring 
either class, gender and ethnicity to the fore depending on the field.  
Intersectionality stems from wider shifts in identity analyses where new research 
presents identity as fragmented, discursive, hybridized and global under the 
banners of poststructuralism, postmodernism, performativity and queer theory 
(Wetherall and Talpade Mohanty 2010).  Since its inception, intersectionality has 
focused on multiple axes of inequality and multi-layered stories, but the term 
itself is problematic, particularly since ‘section’ contradicts the main goal of 
intersectionality, which is to break down sections or categories (Anthias 2010; 
Braun 2010).  Michelle Fine (1997) argues that our analyses cannot persist: “‘as 
if’ races/ethnicities were distinct, separable, and independent rather than 
produced, coupled, and ranked” (64).   Scholars such as Anthias and Yuval-Davis 
(1983), Gilroy (1987) and Skeggs (2002; 2004b) have shown how identities are 
experienced in different identity categories: “such that gender is always lived in 
the modalities of ethnicity and class, nationality in the modalities of gender and 
race, and class in the modalities of gender and nationality” (Prins 2006: 278).  
Interestingly, when separating out the advantages and disadvantages of using 
intersectionality in research, it becomes apparent that its strengths and 
weaknesses – as with any sociological theory – are deeply intertwined. 
 
Beginning with Crenshaw’s analysis of the experiences and struggles of women 
of colour, intersectionality is concerned with how theorists take ‘categories of 
difference,’ or power differentials, and show how they interact or become 
entangled with one another (Crenshaw 1991).  As an approach, intersectionality 
has come to represent people always simultaneously positioned in many 
categories so that there is no essence to any category (Phoenix 2010a: 303).  
Davis (2008) writes how intersections refers to the interaction between gender, 
race, and other categories of difference in individual lives and also: “the 
outcomes of these interactions in terms of power.” (68)  Considering 
intersectionality as a tool, Lykke writes how it can be used to:  
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analyze how historically specific kinds of power differentials and/or 
constraining normative, based on discursively, institutionally and/or 
structurally constructed socio-cultural categories such as gender, ethnicity, 
race, class, sexuality, age/generation, dis/ability, nationality, mother 
tongue and so on, interact, and in so doing produce different kinds of 
societal inequalities and unjust social relations. (2011: 50)   
Within these socio-cultural categories, Lykke notes, theoretical frameworks will – 
to varying extents – centre around binaries of: “dominance/subordination, 
possession/dispossession, privilege/lack of privilege, majoritizing/minoritizing 
and so on”  (Lykke 2011: 50) that define the ways people experience their daily 
lives in terms of: “inclusion and exclusion, discrimination and disadvantage, 
specific aspirations and specific identities” (Yuval-Davis 2006: 198).  
Intersectionality considers the: 
interlinking grids of differential positionings in terms of class, race and 
ethnicity, gender and sexuality, ability, stage in the life cycle and other 
social divisions, tend to create, in specific historical situations, hierarchies 
of differential access to a variety of resources – economic, political and 
cultural. (Yuval-Davis 2006: 199) 
In her work on intersectionality, McCall (2005) has devised three approaches to 
the study of intersectionality which illustrate that different methodologies 
produce different kinds of knowledge and a wider range of methodologies are 
required to fully engage with topics falling under the heading of intersectionality 
(1774).  First, anticategorical complexity which considers social life to be 
irreducibly complex, multiple and fluid and any effort toward fixing categories is 
ultimately counterproductive.  Second, intercategorical complexity requires 
research to provisionally adopt existing categories in order to document: 
“relationships of inequality among social groups and changing configurations of 
inequality among multiple and conflicting dimensions” (1773).  And thirdly 
intracategorical complexity involves scholars attempting to focus on particular 
social groups at neglected points of intersection: “in order to reveal the 
complexity of lived experience within such groups” (1774). McCall argues that 
these approaches are on a continuum with much overlap.  It is debatable whether 
intersectionality should be limited to understanding individual experience, 
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collective experience, theorizing identity or if it should be considered merely an 
effect of larger shifts in social structures and the acceptance of post-structuralism.  
Intersectionality, I would argue, is not an approach; it is rather the questioning of 
too narrow an approach. 
 
3.9   Advantages and weaknesses of intersectionality 
 
As social researchers, we must consider that intersectionality has the potential to 
foreground: “a richer and more complex ontology than approaches that attempt to 
reduce people to one category at a time. It also points to the need for multiplex 
epistemologies” (Phoenix 2006).  We must remember that intersectionality is an 
inductive, ‘bottom-up’ concept in that it has arisen from everyday observation 
and analysis of routine practices and social positioning, rather than being 
introduced ‘top down’ from any one discipline or theorist (Phoenix 2010b). The 
vagueness (Davis 2008: 69) – or ‘elasticity’ (Phoenix 2010b) – of 
intersectionality is perhaps its greatest strength.  Resisting oversimplification, 
Phoenix (2010b) argues that intersectionality: 
is simultaneously epistemological and ontological.   It is a social theory of 
knowledge where people always occupy different social positions and have 
different knowledges.  Knowledge is, therefore always partial, dynamic 
and subject to the interplay of power relations.  (Phoenix 2010b) 
Therefore, a constructivist epistemology constructs ontological subjects as highly 
discursive, multiple, non-essential, and subject to change, which fits with many 
current post-structuralist ways of theorizing identities, subjectivities and social 
positions (Davies 1989; 2006).  According to Gillborn: “intersectionality enables 
scholars to engage with real-world complexities of how multiple inequities work 
(and are resisted)” (2010).  Intersectional questioning and Bourdieu’s framework 
share some overlaps as both value a more relational way of thinking and 
intersectionality aims to make: “visible the multiple positioning that constitutes 
everyday life and the power relations that are central to it” (Phoenix 2006: 187).  
Whilst Bourdieu does not mention intersectionality explicitly, arguably his 
theoretical tools aim to address some of the conundrums and complexities 
associated with intersectional questioning. 
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However, for many researchers, intersectionality raises concerns.  Obviously the 
first major criticism of intersectionality is that it lacks a fixed definition.  For 
example, Crenshaw refers to it as ‘crossroads’ while Yuval-Davis terms it as ‘axis 
of difference’ (Davis 2008: 68).  Semantically, the terminology is essential to 
keep in mind.  Cealey Harrison and Hood-Williams (1998) criticize the concept of 
‘intersections’ of class, gender and ethnicity in identity, arguing that these factors 
do not ‘intersect’ but instead are entirely intermeshed and thus inseparable.  They 
contentiously argue that it is counterproductive to attempt to analyse one factor 
when all the other factors are also affecting an individual’s identity.  A major 
criticism of intersectionality is the ‘blind spots’ where – as with most 
epistemologies and methodology – intersectionality reveals just as much as it 
conceals.  
 
Social divisions have different organizing logics.  Therefore: “race, class and 
ethnicity cannot be treated the same way.  If one takes gender as a mode of 
analysis, gender within a post-structuralist framework is not singular or complete, 
it is socially constructed and infused within the social context” (Yuval-Davis 
2006: 195).  Given the multiple frameworks of thinking, context – what is 
commonly referred to as time and place – becomes essential when one considers 
how participants narrate their positionality.  Not dissimilar from Davies’ work 
(1989), intersectionality argues that social categories have more or less salience, 
or weighting within subjectivities, under particular conditions (Ali 2010; Reay 
2010).  Arguably each “division presents ideological and organizational 
principles within which the others operate” though the extent may differ 
according to historical contexts and different social arenas (Anthias and Yuval-
Davis 1983: 68).  Men and women may be placed in different conditions, yet, 
through a Bourdieusian lens, gender and ethnicity are subsumed by class 
(Bourdieu 2001), ultimately becoming co-determiners of class (Sayer 2005: 82).  
 
In revisiting her previous ethnographic work on the American white working-
class using an intersectional analysis, Weis (2008) introduces the concept of 
‘nesting.’  Nesting is where race and gender lie within class and class dynamics 
wherein both the production and movement of class can be understood only with 
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serious and sustained attention to the ways in which other key nodes of difference 
both envelop class and simultaneously serve to produce it (292).  Furthermore, 
these: “‘nested nodes’ (class, race, and gender) cannot be understood, however, 
only in relation to one another, as they are themselves nested in political economy 
which, in the final quarter of the twentieth century, means neo-liberalism” (Weis 
2008: 292-293).  Weis argues that, in the ten years between Working Class 
Without Work (1990) and Class Reunion, neo-liberal ideology has introduced a 
more agentic and autonomous self which is increasingly de-ethnicized, de-classed 
and de-gendered (293).  However, in her opposition to neo-liberal ideology, Weis 
argues that these processes foster white male Othering which can be seen as an 
effort toward ‘fixing’ identities in place in order to ‘stabilize’ one’s own identity 
(296-7). 
 
I have attempted not only to establish intersectionality as pertinent to research on 
identity but also to represent it as a site of contestation (Phoenix 2010b).  In their 
analysis of Reay’s work on social class practices involving mothers and education 
using Bourdieu’s habitus, Bryant and Hoon (2006) stress the importance of how 
Reay draws on empirical data to show how class is internalized.  Essentially, as a 
way of contending with the criticisms surrounding intersectionality, there is an 
increased emphasis on empiricism.  Researchers, who are not necessarily 
‘intersectionalists’ but engage in intersectional research, must pay close attention 
to their empirical base in order to portray the embeddedness of gender, class and 
ethnicity. 
 
3.10  Fixed and fluid, belonging and status, push and pull factors 
 
Another reason to consider intersectional questioning is how it can influence my 
thinking on fluidity and reflexivity.  Identity researchers often see identity as a 
fixed thing, which is problematic.  Fluidity research shows how agents may or 
may not shift positions adopting different identities depending on the field (Carter 
2005).  In an exploration of fixed and fluid we must consider how an increasing 
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neoliberal context shapes both social and learner identities while fixing certain 
identities in place.  Stuart Hall (1996) writes: 
I use ‘identity’ to refer to the meeting point, the point of suture, between 
on the one hand the discourses and practices which attempt to 
'interpellate', speak to us or hail us into place as the social subjects of 
particular discourses, and on the other hand, the processes which produce 
subjectivities, which construct us as subjects which can be ‘spoken’. 
Identities are thus points of temporary attachment to the subject positions 
which discursive practices construct for us (see Hall, 1995). They are the 
result of a successful articulation or ‘chaining’ of the subject into the flow 
of the discourse. (5-6) 
For Phoenix (2010) intersectionality is a process of subjectification which begins 
to explain fluidity.  Many sociologists believe identity is infused with history, 
discursively shaped and constructed primarily through difference where identity 
is always ‘in process’ (Hall 1996).  Therefore, both identity and the study of 
identity remain a complex and highly reflexive process.  For Hall: “identities are 
about processes of becoming rather than being: ‘not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we 
came from”, so much as what we might become, how we have been represented, 
and how that bears on how we might represent ourselves’” (Reay 2010: 277).  
Therefore, identity processes are about ‘routes’ as opposed to ‘roots’ (Hall 1996: 
4).  
 
In sociological research, social and learner identities have recently undergone an 
agentic makeover within the prevailing attention to neo-liberal ideology and 
reflexivity (Threadgold and Nilan 2009). Whereas with Willis’s work ‘resistance’ 
to schooling was seen in terms of class consciousness, “contemporary 
theorizations would understand both resistance and conformity as identity work 
that to varying degrees is contextualized within broader notions of the social” 
(Reay 2010 281).  Identities are constructed within discourses where they acquire 
different degrees of reflexivity.  Moreover, identities – whether they be learner or 
social – emerge within the play of: “specific modalities of power, and thus are 
more the product of the marking of difference and exclusion” (Hall 1996: 4).  
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus is useful to consider here, as the habitus can also 
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generate reflexivity through experiences beyond a usual field of existence.  
Schemes of perception are then brought back into the original field by the 
individuals and this allows the subject to think/behave differently (and 
reflexively), which can then disrupt normal practice as agency and structure 
mutually inform each other.   
 
Furthermore for students: “success in school is not simply a matter of academic 
ability but assumes a reservoir of expertise necessary to understand and play the 
system. Success is reliant on motivation, commitment, perseverance in the face of 
setback” (MacBeath 2009: 82). However, ‘success’ is never just down to the 
individual, however increasingly the so-called autonomous achievement 
perpetuates educational policy and classroom culture.  In his close analysis of the 
subtle ways neo-liberalism shapes school contexts and learner identities, Wilkins 
(2011) writes:  
It is this imagery of educational achievement, as exercised by an 
empowered, self-maximising subject in pursuit of success and autonomy, 
which sometimes results in low attainment being transposed or re-coded 
into a matter of personal sin (i.e. a private psychological propensity or 
‘attitude’ particular to the individual), and therefore attributes social 
disadvantage to a lack of principled self-help and self-responsibility. Such 
a view is therefore problematic in that it de-socialises academic 
achievement and treats it as a kind of individual rational calculus, thus 
failing to take into account how structural inequalities pertaining to 
practices of exclusion and division circumscribe individual effort and 
affect educational outcomes. (4)   
Accounting for differences in primary socialization, we are reminded of how 
middle-class parents consistently describe their children as ‘bright’ (Reay, 
Beedell et al. 2007; Reay, Hollingworth et al. 2007), while attributes working-
class parents are likely to focus upon are the children’s ability to stay out of 
trouble, get on with others, and to (physically) work hard (Gillies 2005). In the 
intersecting of social and learner identities the ontological security and ethos of 
the: “working classes is more likely to lie in ‘fitting in’ rather than standing out” 
(Skeggs 2004a). The desire to ‘fit in’ is further highlighted by Reay and Lucey’s 
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(2000a) research into secondary school transition where working-class children 
do not want to be seen as different in the school environment.  Working-class 
socialization, primarily through gender and social class, fosters elements of fixity 
and fluidity within a prevalent neo-liberal ideology.  Fluidity and the ability to 
adopt multiple identities (Carter 2006) have been recognized as capital 
(Threadgold and Nilan 2009).  Therefore, depending on the field and the degree 
of reflexivity, fluidity arguably can become operable. 
 
Within the fluidity paradigm, conceptions of class, gender and ethnicity are all 
processes which potentially foster the ability to engage with multiple and shifting 
subjectivities.  Extending Connell’s work on the contextual development of 
masculine identities, Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) assert that: “masculinity is 
diverse, dynamic and changing, and we need to think of multiple masculinities 
rather than some singular discourse” (49).  Concentrating largely on poor 
behaviour exhibited by boys in schools, Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) cite the 
tremendous anxiety many adolescent boys experience within the school 
environment and how this pushes them to “folly” by fixating on one form of 
masculinity, a: “form of masculinity which is narrow, rigid and inflexible, and 
whose integrity and viability depends on its opposition to femininity and more 
diverse concepts of masculinity” (1998: 222). Particularly salient in the literature, 
numerous studies have shown many white working-class boys rejecting education 
through the processes of self-making, through enacting their masculine identity.  
However, Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) note that it is not just the boys in pursuit of a 
‘macho’ identity that reject school.  In fact, their research demonstrates that many 
different masculinities will reject education in an effort to become men, showing 
that fixity is a danger for many different forms of masculinity.   
 
Furthermore, I would argue that disengagement from education is often centred 
on the dialectic of fixed and fluid identity construction.  In considering fixity and 
fluidity, it is worth considering the degree of reflexivity in regard to their own 
gender identity, social class position and social class in general.  Threadgold and 
Nilan (2009) show the power of the social space to influences reflexivity.  If 
identity becomes fixed, it serves as a weakness.  However, if identity is fluid it 
can be utilized as a capital.  Prudence Carter’s (2006) work with African-
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American and Latino youth and learner identities in Yonkers, New York supports 
this theoretical underpinning.  Extending Ogbu’s work, she represents how some 
students could strategically move back and forth among different fields, turning: 
“cultural codes on and off” (322).  Students who were more academically 
engaged, which she terms as ‘cultural straddlers’, were more “‘blended’” and able 
to: “identify with their multiple social identities simultaneously operating in a 
variety of cultural spheres” (322).  Complementing Carter’s findings, Horvat and 
Lewis (2003) found engagement with academic studies to be a gendered process 
for university-bound African-American females where, depending on the peer 
group, they camouflaged their academic success or openly shared it.  Horvat and 
Lewis remain critical of Carter; their argument is more framed around the power 
of the field to influence the habitus.  They show the heterogeneity of black female 
peer groupings and how they enacted different learner identities, accessing 
different capitals depending on certain environments and the social composition 
of the group. 
 
3.11 Understanding educational experience: the intertwining of 
social and learner identities   
  
Understandings and interpretations of identity have undergone dramatic changes 
through the application of various theories and perspectives.  Yet what has 
remained relatively consistent is the agreement that schooling plays a significant 
role in identity formation.  In my analysis of white working-class boys’ identity 
construction, we must consider the complex dialectic of fixed and fluid identity 
construction.  The discursive, or fluid, approach to identity considers it to be an 
ongoing process – not determined by a sense of: “‘won’ or ‘lost’, sustained or 
abandoned” (Hall 1996: 2).  Identity is shaped by material and symbolic resources 
of history, language and culture which are required to sustain it (Hall 1996: 4).  
However, researching learner identities presents a variety of challenges.  Reay 
(2010) writes: 
A further challenge within educational contexts lies in the frequent 
conflation of learner identities with social identities grounded in categories 
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of race, ethnicity, dis/ability, social class and gender.  Learner identities 
refer specifically to the conceptualizations children have of themselves as 
learners, but as with social identities these are relational and pupils 
construct themselves and as constructed by others as particular types of 
learners in relation to both other pupils and their teachers. (279) 
In our understanding of the nexus of learner and social identities it is interesting 
to consider ‘laddishness.’  Generated mainly in their subcultures (Swartz 1997) 
and through “a long process of social learning” (Salisbury and Jackson 1996: 
232), ‘laddish’ behaviour may give boys value within the collective social, but 
this same laddishness often hinders their academic progress (Entwisle, Alexander 
et al. 2007).
43
  Clearly, it is not only white working-class boys who exhibit 
laddish behaviour and not all laddish behaviour is: “detrimental to learning” 
(Archer and Francis 2005: 497).  Yet laddish behaviour appears to be a source of 
identity-work for some boys more than others; it pushes and pulls each agent to 
varying degrees.
44 
 Interestingly, Reay (2010), citing Pollard and Filer (2007), 
writes: 
social identities cannot be transposed onto learner identities, there is not a 
neat fit but rather varying degrees of overlap and synergy in which the 
development of a sense of self as a learner is crucial to the shaping of a 
coherent and viable wider identity (Pollard and Filer, 2007: 447).  As 
Pollard and Filer argue, many students develop differentiated learner and 
social identities across both school and out-of-school contexts. (279) 
I propose studying white working-class boys’ educational experience through the 
use of habitus conceptualized alongside a nexus between learner and social 
identities. 
 
When considering engagement as a process that leads to achievement, according 
to Pollard and Filer (2007), the acquisition of: 
                                                 
43 Disengagement with schooling is a rejection of both the ideology and habitus of the dominant class and furthermore this behaviour can also be viewed 
(overtly or covertly) as a reinforcement of a working-class identity.  In terms of gender, it is important to remind ourselves that masculinity and manhood have 
to be “achieved in a permanent process of struggle and confirmation” and this labour of masculine identification has few outlets within the school environment, 
regardless of social class or the quality of the school, often it can be promoted in school-centred sport (Arnot 1985). 
44 Archer and Francis (2005) provide evidence which strongly suggests that Chinese-British pupils can navigate laddish behaviour fluidly and it does not 
impact upon their overall academic performance. 
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formal knowledge and skills cannot be divorced from learners’ attempts to 
make personal meaning of their lives. The form that the latter takes is 
primarily contingent on social, cultural and other contextual factors, and 
there are both continuities and variations of these as individuals 
progressively engage with new learning challenges. (443) 
The habitus is composed of both learner identities and social identities; learner 
identities which are primarily shaped by neoliberal ideology, and social identities 
which are primarily shaped by gender and class shifts.  This nexus, within the 
habitus, influences how identities become fixed and fluid, how resistance and 
conformity is fostered and how engagement and disengagement occur. In order to 
add to this process, the habitus operationalizes various capitals depending on the 
field, and can differ from classroom to classroom.  While I accept that this 
diagram does not make clear how agency works in the nexus it places the 
intertwined ‘experience’ as a learner and as a social being at the forefront.   
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Part II Epistemology and Methodology in Research 
 
Chapter 4 – Epistemology and methodology  
 
4.1   Epistemological perspectives: foundation of the research 
methodology and methods 
 
In order to understand the educational experience of the white-working-class in 
this study, it is essential to consider the school contexts, educational processes 
and their wider community to properly address the competing explanations and 
disciplinary perspectives that exist within the canon on the white working-class 
and underachievement (Demie and Lewis 2010).   Clearly, some white working-
class boys succeed as learners, while many do not, ‘underperforming’ (Jackson 
1998) on narrow, skills-based exams.  In order to advance our understandings 
around ‘under-performance’ and ‘disaffection,’ the research methodology is 
focused on the (active and passive) experience of learning (and learner identities) 
for white working-class boys.     
 
Connell, known for her life history methodology, argues that “research on 
schooling is usually confined to schooling, and thus has difficulty seeing where 
the school is located in a larger process” (2005b: 148).  Therefore , it is beneficial 
not only to examine white working-class experience ethnographically in the 
schools but also to account for the history of the community and how certain 
aspects of community life influence students’ identity construction.  Drawing on 
Bernstein and Willis’s resistance theory, McFadden and Munns (2002) write, 
“The family and social contexts interact with peer and pedagogical relations in 
schools to produce combinations of responses along the engagement-resistance 
continuum” (362), and my research is an attempt to analyse participant responses 
along a similar scale.   
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Table 1: The Research Process 
 
Research Process 
 
My Research Process 
Epistemology  
The theory of knowledge, or philosophy that formed 
the basis of my theoretical perspective and my 
methodology 
Constructionism / Constructivism 
Theoretical Perspective  
A consideration of the philosophical position which 
facilitated my methodology 
Interpretivism / interactionism 
(Bourdieu) 
Methodology  
The ‘plan of action’ (Crotty 1998) which was used to 
conduct the research 
Ethnographic approach 
Methods  
The way in which data was collected; data that helped 
form, and answer, my research questions 
Sampling, classroom observation, semi-
structured interviews, theme 
identification, focus groups, 
triangulation 
  
Before discussing the methodology and methods, I will consider the 
epistemological and theoretical perspectives that have influenced my 
methodological approach.  As a researcher, specifically a school-based 
ethnographer, I need to be aware that as the research process develops, a degree 
of reflexivity and flexibility is required (Coffey 1999: 24).  Bernstein warns that 
labels can “remedy and cure” or “blind us” (Schwandt 2000: 292) and 
additionally, Bourdieu, reiterating Kant, warns that “theory without empirical 
research is empty, empirical research without theory is blind” (1988: 775) .  In 
response to this thinking I needed to recognize research as a balancing act. 
 
Similar to Simon Charlesworth (2000), I consider working-class to be a socially 
realized category.  The category “‘working class’ is an ontological concept” (7) 
where ontology is a “theory of existence” (Carspecken 1996: 24).  As an 
ontological concept, class: 
traces the nature of its realization through social relations that define 
individuals’ objective being, and thus create for agents and modes of 
subjectivization through which their world and their forms of comportment 
are realized as possible solutions to the problems of a world… 
(Charlesworth 2000: 7)   
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Social objectives, events and situations are all interpreted by people in various 
socially learned ways.  People’s responses are learned meanings.  Denzin (1998) 
states:  
If the paradigm is constructivist, the writer will present a text that stresses 
emergent designs and emergent understandings.  An interpretive, or 
phenomenologically based, text would emphasize socially constructed 
realities, local generalizations, interpretive resources, stocks of 
knowledge, intersubjectivity, practical reasoning, and ordinary talk. (318) 
Given the focus on process and emergent understandings, it is clear that I am 
attempting to elicit responses which would not easily be accessed through a 
positivist framework which considers the world to be “lawlike, linear, 
reductionist, and predictable” and accounts little for the: “natural or social world, 
which is actually more contingent, nonlinear, organic/ holistic, chaotic, and, in a 
word, complex…” (McCall 2005: 1793). 
 
All research is based on epistemological or ontological assumptions.  Ontology is 
a certain way of understanding what is; in other words, while reality may exist 
independent of one’s mind (realism as an ontology), the implication of that reality 
is a consequence of the meaning ascribed to it as a result of one’s social, cultural 
and historical positioning.  Epistemology is a certain way of understanding what 
it is to know.  Three main epistemologies exist: objectivism, constructionism, and 
subjectivism.  Each epistemology is essentially an: “attempt to explain how we 
know what we know and to determine the status to be ascribed to the 
understanding that we reach” (Crotty 1998).  First, objectivism and subjectivism 
will be briefly discussed with regard to why these epistemologies are not 
appropriate for my research questions, and then an argument will be made for the 
use of constructionism/constructivism. 
 
4.1.2   Objectivism and subjectivism 
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Objectivism holds that reality operates away from conscious thought, judgement 
or feeling.  Moreover, things are as they are without any other realities impacting 
upon that reality.  Objectivism: “ends up projecting into the minds of its agents a 
(scholastic) vision of their practice that, paradoxically, it could only uncover 
because it methodologically sets aside the experience agents have of it” (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 1992: 8).  A search for objective truth using a positivist theoretical 
perspective uses methodologies such as survey research and methods such as 
questionnaires, measurement and scaling, etc.
45
  Debating positivism (and post-
positivist positions), Creswell (1994) asserts that epistemological assumptions are 
made in the case of quantitative research when the researcher is independent of 
the subject, working deductively with secondary data.  Viewing sociology as a 
‘hard’ science, the exclusive attention to the methods of data collection and 
analysis promoted by the dominant conception of science fosters a sort of 
blindness for the operations, most often unconscious, by which a research object 
is constructed (Bourdieu 1988: 775).  Holding a positivist philosophy, where the 
use of methods from the natural sciences enable social scientists to look for 
causation in the social laws governing social behaviour, strongly indicates a 
propensity towards adopting a quantitative methodology.
46
  To answer my 
research questions, objectivist epistemology would be useful for accessing large 
samples and increasing reliability (Creswell 1994) but would be limiting when 
attempting to elicit findings about why white working-class boys engage or 
disengage with schooling. 
 
On the opposite end of the spectrum from objectivism is subjectivism.  According 
to a subjectivist paradigm, meaning is completely imposed on the object by the 
subject (Crotty 1998).  When researchers are seeking to understand experience, 
the exploratory epistemology of subjectivism can be useful, though it creates 
concerns in regard to validity, credibility and pragmatism.  Researchers who 
embrace subjectivism are aware of their own bias and reflexivity allows for 
recognition of potential bias.  Represented by symbolic anthropology, 
phenomenological and hermeneutic sociology, interactionism, and 
                                                 
45 Objectivism informs the positivist stance that originated in the seventeenth century Enlightenment, and is frequently associated with Auguste Comte, who 
believed that it was possible to apply the value-free methods of the natural sciences to the social sciences in order to understand an absolute reality. 
46 An example of causal law can be seen in Durkheim’s work on suicide, where he showed that the laws or moral regulation and social integration affected an 
individual’s likelihood of suicide. 
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ethnomethodology, subjectivism is associated with qualitative methods or 
“‘fuzzy-wuzzy’” sociology (Bourdieu 1988: 782).  However, many argue that 
this: “manner of looking at the social world is generally closer to reality, more 
attentive to the concrete and detailed aspects of institutions than is the objectivist 
approach” (ibid).  ‘Soft sociology’ is, for one: “more inventive, imaginative and 
creative in its investigations than is the hard machinery of these survey 
bureaucracies” (ibid).  The problematic “antinomy” between objectivism and 
subjectivism is arguably the division upon which all social science is founded 
(Bourdieu 1988: 780).  The next section will attempt to justify constructionism as 
the most appropriate epistemology for my research interest.  
 
4.1.3  Constructionism / constructivism 
 
Before constructionism/constructivism is discussed, some attention should be 
paid to the primary sets of oppositions of how society is constructed.  Bourdieu 
(1988), borrowing from Bendix and Berger, writes: “‘paired concepts’ 
(object/subject, materialism/idealism, body/mind, etc.), are ultimately grounded 
in social oppositions (low/high, dominant/dominated, and so on)” (777).  Paired 
oppositions construct our social reality – or, more precisely – “they construct the 
instruments of construction of reality: theories, conceptual schemes, 
questionnaires, data sets, statistical techniques, and so on…” and “like all social 
categories, they hide as much as they reveal and can reveal only by hiding” 
(Bourdieu 1988: 778). 
 
Weber posed the idea of sociology as a social science, as opposed to a natural 
science.  He concentrated on “understanding or interpreting” culture, specifically 
values and meanings (Wolff 1984: 194).  Examining how cultures created 
meaning through practices, Weber believed ideas and understanding were 
important in the shaping of history.  Bourdieu writes: 
The positivist dream of an epistemological state of perfect innocence 
papers over the fact that the crucial difference is not between a science 
that effects a construction and one that does not, but between a science 
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that does this without knowing it and one that, being aware of work of 
construction, strives to discover and master as completely as possible the 
nature of its inevitable acts of construction and equally inevitable effects 
those acts produce. (1993: 608) 
Maines (2000) argues that: “the entire field of sociology has been a social 
constructionist one for most of the twentieth century, to the extent that practicing 
sociologists look directly at social processes to find explanations for societal 
configurations and arrangements” (577).  No sociologist can avoid the social 
construction of meaning.  All subject matters are composed of “various degrees, 
kinds, and situations and structures of meaning and absurdity” where terms such 
as “’produced,’ ‘created,’ ‘caused,’ ‘gives rise to,’ ‘is influenced by,’ or ‘emerges 
from’” all signify a constructionist or ethnographic perspective (577).   
 
Constructivism and constructionism occupy midpoints between objectivism and 
subjectivism and are characterized by their interpretivist nature, each with a 
different emphasis.  Unlike objectivism and subjectivism, the interaction between 
the ‘object’ and the ‘subject,’ in other words, human engagement with the world, 
makes meaning.  From these interpretations, Stake (1995) asserts that reality is 
formed and a “universe of integrated interpretations” becomes our “rational 
reality” (100).  Constructionism – which keeps both objectivity and subjectivity 
in play – is an epistemology founded on the belief that reality is socially 
constructed through meanings and negotiations.  Linking objectivism and 
subjectivism to the main thinking behind constructivism, Bourdieu expresses:  
The most resolutely objectivist theory has to integrate the agents’ 
representation of the social world; more precisely, it must take account of 
the contribution that agents make towards constructing the view of the 
social world, and through this, towards constructing this world, by means 
of the work of representation (in all senses of the word) that they 
constantly perform in order to impose their view of the world or the view 
of their own position in this world - their social identity. (1985: 727)   
Furthermore, their “perception of the social world is the product of a double 
social structuration” where “on the ‘objective’ side, it is socially structured 
because the properties attached to agents or institutions do not offer themselves 
 97 
 
independently to perception, but in combinations that are very unequally 
probable” while: “on the ‘subjective’ side, it is structured because the schemes of 
perception and appreciation available for use at the moment in question” (ibid: 
727-728).  Knowledge is contingent upon human practices: “being constructed in 
and out of the interaction between human beings and their world, and developed 
and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty 1998).  Some 
constructionists and constructivists do take a subjectivist standpoint and refuse 
the possibility for any objectivity.  Though constructionism/constructivism can be 
used inconsistently, constructivism is considered a focus on exclusive meaning-
making activity of the individual mind – giving equal value to individual 
perceptions (cf. Crotty 1998: 57, 58). 
 
A constructivist standpoint accepts that there are multiple realities within the 
social framework, and tends to adopt research methods that enable several 
perspectives to be sought, methods such as observation and interviews.  
LeCompte (1990) writes: “constructivism, with its emphasis on multiple 
constructed realities and emic, or subject, meaning, is a combination of symbolic 
interactionism, ethnomethodology, and other phenomenological approaches to 
inquiry” (247).  There is no one absolute truth to be found but instead multiple 
explanations to explore and evaluate, as all participants engage with their social 
world differently.  Constructivism is “primarily an individualist understanding of 
the constructionist positions” and it takes a more moderate view in which each 
individual uniquely constructs reality within a systematic relationship to the 
external world (Crotty 1998).  Constructionism places more importance on the 
external world which forms the individual (Crotty 1998).  Interestingly, Bourdieu 
states that the: 
social world is, to a large extent, what the agents make of it, at each 
moment; but they have no chance of un-making and re-making it except on 
the basis of realistic knowledge of what it is and what they can do with it 
from the position they occupy within it. (Bourdieu 1985: 734)   
Obviously, certain agents have more capitals and are therefore able to un-make 
and re-make accordingly.   
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Contrasting structuralist objectivism, the subjectivist – or constructivist – point of 
view asserts that our social realities are an ongoing accomplishment of competent 
social actors and it is through this lens that:  
society appears as the emergent product of the decisions, actions, and 
cognitions of conscious, alert individuals to whom the world is given as 
immediately familiar and meaningful.  Its value lies in recognizing the part 
that mundane knowledge, subjective meaning, and practical competence 
play in the continual production of society… (Bourdieu and Wacquant 
1992: 9)   
For constructivists knowledge is not absolute because individual interpretations 
are “ideographically bounded by time, place, and persons, and multiple 
reconstructions are pluralistic, divergent, and conflictual, knowledge 
accumulators become folklorists, devoted to the collection of stories” (LeCompte 
1990: 252).  Knowledge, therefore, is completely relative to the context. 
 
Clearly, a social constructionist account of boys in schooling would focus not 
only on processes that led to the view that boys are not doing well (or who resist 
schooling), but would, more importantly, challenge the understandings that these 
discourses are all socially produced (Whelen 2011: 10).  The anti-essentialist 
scepticism of the social constructionist approach, attuned to the situational use of 
language and actions, operates through deconstructing received accounts of the 
real world almost in an effort to reconfigure it.  In this view, the nexus between 
social and learner identities, or masculine identity construction and educational 
processes in the context of the three schools, emerged as the focal area for this 
study. 
 
To extend the subjectivity of truth, for social constructionism: “there is, however, 
an important distinction to be made between what the editors call a ‘strict’ 
constructionist position and a ‘contextual’ position” (Danziger 1997: 402).  The 
latter is a continuation of the project of the sociology of knowledge and regards 
constructions as having a basis in specifiable social contexts.  On the other hand: 
“‘strict’ constructionism would not commit itself to a particular version of a ‘real’ 
social context and would limit itself to a description of what certain actors do 
when they construct a social world on their terms” (ibid).  It was my intention to 
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construct my epistemology around “(theoretical) sampling, a grounded theory, 
inductive data analysis, the idiographic (contextual) interpretations” (Denzin 
1998: 330) but also drawing upon Bourdieu’s conceptual tools.   
 
Social constructionism emphasizes the power of culture to shape how we view 
things; it contends that categories of knowledge and reality are actively created by 
social relationships and interactions.  This cultural hold on people can be both 
limiting and liberating along the lines of power structures, hegemony, oppression, 
manipulation, etc (Crotty 1998: 53-57).  In an attempt to understand experience 
through the eyes of the participants, elements of social constructivism were 
incorporated, as it was clear that the participants constructed most of their 
knowledge through the collective (for example, social interactions, social 
networks).  Concerning the intimate relationship between knowledge and power, 
social constructivism posits that our understanding of the world and each other is 
socially constructed through our interactions with each other and shared 
understanding, especially in our use of language.
47
  Since my study aims to 
understand the ways in which boys construct their identity in relation to the 
school and how their identity construction influences their engagement, my 
critical inquiry is grounded in both frameworks of constructivism and 
constructionism.  My epistemological approach is an attempt to keep both agency 
and structure in play and these epistemologies best inform my theoretical 
perspectives and methodology.   
 
4.2   The theoretical perspective of interpretivism/interactionism 
and its limitations 
 
In the research on (white) working-class boys and disengagement, there have 
been many different theoretical frameworks and approaches.  Connell (2005) 
asserts that masculinity is organized around social power, with the school as the 
arena, and given this emphasis sociology has therefore been an obvious choice.  
                                                 
47 Woods writes: “Cultures are thus social, shared, systemic, cognitive, learned.  They included values and beliefs, rules and codes of conduct and behaviour, 
forms of language, patterns of speech and choice of words, understandings about ways of doing things and not doing things” (1990: 30).  
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Traditionally, Marxism was a common hermeneutic which as a theoretical 
framework placed a large emphasis on social class and working-class 
disadvantage(s).  While Humphries’ (1981) investigation has made many valid 
points, capturing elements of working-class culture, it is class reductionist 
whereas Marxist-feminists have sought to do work in a non-class reductionist way 
(Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1983).  Humphries writes: 
According to Marsh and a number of other relativists and interactionists 
who tend to adopt a pluralistic model of society, working-class youth’s 
resistance to authority is rooted in the latter’s intolerant refusal to accept 
youth culture on its own terms, and delinquency is manufactured by the 
imposition of derogatory labels on working-class youth, thereby escalating 
cultural conflict and producing moral panics. (24)    
While Marxism has informed a major part of the literature on working-class 
disadvantage, ultimately feminist scholarship, founded on social constructionism, 
has developed new ways of thinking about class and identity (Francis 2000; 
Burke 2009). 
 
Clearly social constructionism views the world – and our social identities – as 
pluralistic.  While Humphries’ work articulates cultural conflict well, he does not 
acknowledge the merits of interactionism as a theoretical perspective which 
results in his work failing to account for certain nuances and complexities.  He 
writes: 
This relativist view of working-class youth must be rejected for a number 
of reasons: it reduces class-cultural conflict to cultural conflict, and it 
lacks a historical or structural dimension and is consequently blind to the 
process by which the values of the dominant culture tend to be rewarded 
and those of the subordinate culture penalized.  Even more seriously, it 
dispenses with concepts such as class consciousness and class feeling, 
which are fundamental to an understanding of the process of resistance. 
(24) 
It is important to be reminded that “working-class culture can, of course, broadly 
be reformulated as an effect rather than a cause of structural inequality” 
(Humphries 1981: 25).  Considering culture – and cultural interaction – as a 
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primary part of resistance is essential.  I would also argue, based on the work of 
Savage et al. (2000; 2010), that while class has remained an essential reason why 
working-class youth fail, “class consciousness” has dramatically altered in the 
past twenty years and this has implications for the research process.
48
  In 
critiquing the possible inadequacies of Marxist class-based theory, it can be 
argued that the social world is reduced to an:  
economic field alone, it is forced to define social position solely in terms 
of position in the relations of economic production and consequently 
ignores positions in the different fields and sub-fields, particularly in the 
relations of cultural production, as well as all the oppositions that structure 
the social field. (Bourdieu 1985: 736)   
As a school-based ethnographer, I am interested in “social and cultural processes” 
(Jeffery and Troman 2003: 536) in relation to working-class youth identities. 
 
Undoubtedly, our “lives are guided by countless concepts and assumptions, the 
theories-of-the-world that we have developed, whether consciously or 
unconsciously, throughout our years,” and sociologists use theories to expose 
particular facets of their intended research (Ely 1997).  In evaluating theory, a 
researcher is required to understand that good scholarship embraces different 
theoretical perspectives with the aim of understanding human action, ethical 
commitments, engagement and also different stances on validity and objectivity 
(Schwandt 2000).  Theoretical perspectives are a quest to generate understanding.  
Interpretivism/interactionism is concerned with: “social interactions whereby we 
enter into the perceptions, attitudes and values of a community, becoming persons 
in the process” (Crotty 1998).  Critical qualitative researcher Carspecken (1996) 
argues that critical research need not be biased, because the researchers engaging 
in it have value commitments.  Critical researchers should not just look at facts 
which fit with their theories; researchers must be open to finding evidence which 
contradicts their theories and challenges their values.  
 
Qualitative research, as a way of accessing ideas and perceptions, may include the 
researcher forming a relationship with the respondent through interaction and the 
                                                 
48 Many participants in the MEd study were confused by questions focussing on social class as a barrier to academic success and many did not identify with 
the concept of a class background.  Still, it must be recognized that people enact class/habitus without being aware of class background (Bourdieu et al 1993). 
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process of inductive reasoning, whereas the quantitative researcher can often be 
restricted to reporting findings primarily through secondary data.  As a 
constructionist/constructivist, I cannot treat participants as separate from social 
contexts, as the home, school and community impact upon their identity.  As an 
interpretivist/interactionist, I am interested in individuals’ perceptions of 
themselves and others as social beings, and my analysis must start here and build 
to a larger social analysis (Furlong 1993).  My research is deeply rooted in the 
boys’ thoughts and conceptions.  Therefore, my interest in their subjectivities 
places me firmly in the interpretivism/interactionism paradigm. 
 
Based on what has been stated, my research intended to utilize a 
constructionist/constructivist epistemology with a general 
interpretivist/interactionist framework, as I believe that meaning in the world is 
co-constructed.  Bruner (1996) identifies the nuances between these two 
approaches.  Constructivism is centred on the “‘reality’ that we impute to the 
‘worlds’ we inhabit is a constructed one” (19).  In other words where : “‘reality is 
made, not found’ or where “reality construction is the product of meaning making 
shaped by traditions and by a culture’s toolkit of ways of thought” (Bruner 1996: 
19).  Alternatively, interactionist theory stems from our interacting with others to 
find out what “culture is about and how it conceives of the world” (20).  Humans 
construct meaning through engaging with the world through interpretation of 
language, communication, interrelationships and community.  Traditionally, 
interpretivism describes and interprets phenomena according to how participants 
perceive it, which can have limitations.
49
  Utilizing an interpretivist perspective, 
which emphasizes “socially constructed realities, local generalizations, 
interpretive resources, stocks of knowledge, intersubjectivity, practical reasoning, 
and ordinary talk” (Denzin 1998), an effort will be made to investigate 
educational experiences, subcultures and subjectivities.   
 
Denzin and Lincoln (2004) posit that poststructuralism, postmodern and feminist 
texts have been criticized due to their interpretive criteria: “Critics complain that 
there is no way to evaluate such work because traditional, external standards of 
                                                 
49 Simon Charlesworth studied white working-class males in Rotherham (one of the poorest regions of Europe) through unstructured and informal interviews.  
His biggest hurdle was that many participants did not articulate their reflexive or contemplative thoughts concerning their condition and social class. 
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evaluation (internal and external validity, reliability, objectivity) are not 
followed” (336).  Interpretive research often begins and ends with the “biography 
and the self of the researcher” (ibid), fostering rich description.  In terms of 
reflexivity, Skeggs (2004c) cautions that: “demand to put one’s self in the 
research was ironically a technique to expose the power, positioning, privilege 
and complacency of those (usually male) researchers who claimed objectivity” 
(355).  Within the qualitative paradigm: 
stories of identity (I am a man/woman/lesbian/gay/disabled researcher) 
may replace critical interrogation into the intricate composites and 
reifications of the positions we inhabit and the resources to which we have 
access.  Being positioned by structural relations (sexuality, gender, race, 
class) does not necessarily give access to ways of knowing. (ibid: 356) 
According to the positivist argument, therefore, there is no way to “evaluate a 
good or bad poststructural, feminist text” (ibid), and to know where an 
interpretive framework is being imposed.  I accept this criticism given that: 
“fieldwork is personal, emotional and identity work” (Coffey 1999: 1).  A 
common paradox associated with fieldwork in general is the: “tension between 
being part of the society being studied and, at the same time, retaining a 
perspective from outside” (Everhart 2001: 173).  This epistemology leads to 
uncertainty; yet, poststructuralist qualitative researchers “celebrate uncertainty” 
in the attempt to construct texts that let: “the world speak for itself” (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2004: 336).  
 
4.3   Conclusion 
 
This chapter has addressed the epistemological and theoretical underpinnings and 
assumptions associated with constructionism/constructivism and 
interpretivism/interactionism.  I have sought to highlight the subtle differences 
between constructionism, social construction and constructivist approaches.  The 
next chapter shall address the methodology and methods used in the research.  
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Chapter 5 – Listening to Young Men’s Voices: Methods  
 
5.1 Research Strategy 
 
In my research plan I have tried to balance the etic/emic dilemma in qualitative 
research where the etic (outsider) theory is brought to bear on an inquiry by an 
investigator which may have little or no meaning within the emic (insider) view 
of studied individuals, groups, societies, or cultures (Guba and Lincoln 2004: 
106).  Whilst it was important to follow the plan, my research agenda remains 
flexible and recognizes the approach which Parlett and Hamilton (1976) describe 
as progressive focusing where the interpreter/ethnographer is placed in a field and 
examines the meaning of what is happening and redirects observation to refine, or 
substantiate, those meanings (30).  As the research is longitudinal, the three 
stages of progressive focusing (observation, renewed inquiry and explanation) are 
integral. 
 
5.1.1   Qualitative methodological rationale 
 
Bassey (1992) describes three ‘realms’ of educational research: empirical 
research, where “data collection is centre stage” and “where data is systematically 
collected by strict procedures, critically analysed, interpreted and conclusions 
drawn”; reflective research, where the research is “systematic and critical in 
which the findings of empirical research are a starting point”; and creative 
research, where new systems are created and innovation is valued (4-5).  My 
research framework fluctuates between Bassey’s empirical and reflective research 
while drawing on Carspecken’s Five Recommended Stages for Critical 
Qualitative Research (Table 2).  In order to avoid the criticism of bias, qualitative 
researchers have relied on a clear, established and appropriate methodology in 
order to make their research as objective as possible: “interpreters must employ 
some kind of method that allows them to step outside their historical frames of 
reference.  Method, correctly employed, is a means that enables interpreters to 
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claim a purely theoretical attitude as observers” (Outhwaite 1975 as cited in 
Schwandt 2000).  Methodology must address many of the perceived problems of 
the constructionist/constructivist interpretive paradigms (Denzin 1998). 
 
Table 2 - Stages for Critical Qualitative Research 
 
Stages Goals 
Stage 1 - 
Compiling the 
primary record 
 
-researcher unobtrusive within the social site  
-primary record built through note-taking  
-information collected is 'monological' in nature  
-the researcher does not involve the people under study (41-42) 
Stage 2 - 
Preliminary 
reconstructive 
analysis 
 
-analysis of primary record in which “techniques are employed to determine 
interaction patterns, their meanings, power relations, roles, interactive sequences, 
evidence of embodied meaning, intersubjective structures” (42)  
-the analysis is: “reconstructive because it articulates those cultural themes and 
system factors that are not observable and that are usually articulated by the 
actors themselves” (42) 
-process is reconstructive because: “it takes conditions of action constructed by 
people on nondiscursive levels of awareness and reconstructs them linguistically” 
(42) 
Stage 3 - 
Dialogical data 
generation 
 
-researcher ceases to be the only voice enabled to build the primary record 
-intense conversations with subjects 
-generates data with people  
-new data will often challenge information collected in Stage 1  
Stage 4 - 
Discovering 
system relations 
-examination of relationship between the social site and other specific social sites 
bearing some relation to it 
Stage 5 - Using 
system relations 
to explain 
findings 
 
-level of inference increases 
-critical researcher is able to suggest reasons for the experiences and cultural 
forms he reconstructed having to do with class, race, gender and political 
structures of society 
 
(Carspecken 1996: 42-43) 
 
Bearing in mind how good theory often “emerges from the bottom-up (rather than 
from the top-down) and from many disparate pieces of collected evidence that are 
interconnected,” many researchers assert that “the theory is grounded in the data” 
(Bogdan and Knopp Bilken 2007: 30).  A good researcher is aware of the 
importance of data and how it shapes the end product (ibid).  However, the 
bottom-up approach has a weakness in that the research can become very 
idiosyncratic and the theorist may be: “unable to raise the level of generality of 
the theory” (Eisenhardt 1989).  Ethnographers and theory exists in a delicate 
balance as many: 
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ethnographers are faced with the challenge of relating the dominant 
theoretical frameworks of their discipline to field situations in which their 
application is not readily apparent.  Furthermore, they confront the notion 
that ‘only the leading figures in a discipline can generate theory’; the rest 
apply it (Schensul, Schensul et al. 1999: 10).   
Whilst case study theories may be testable, novel and empirically valid, they are 
generally limited to a specific phenomenon.  Herein lies the often misunderstood 
paradox of qualitative research because: “by studying the uniqueness of the 
particular we come to understand the universal” (Simons 1996: 231).  For an 
interpretivist, meaning, interpretation and representation are deeply intertwined 
with each other, both in the method and in the end product.  
 
Whilst I acknowledge they are generalizations, there has been documentation of 
white working-class suspicions of institutions/bureaucracies (Weis, Fine et al. 
1997; Weis 2004) and a lack of literacy proficiency (Evans 2006).  These two 
potential factors could have made positivist research methods problematic.50  The 
longitudinal multi-case study approach enabled me to triangulate my findings in 
two ways.  First, I was able to use a number of different tools for data collection 
(observation, focus groups, one-on-one interviews, document analysis) while I 
was researching (Gubb and Arnot 1998).  Second, I was able to informally speak 
to a number of different individuals (students, teachers, tutors, and 
administrators) who are directly involved with the participants.  This triangulation 
increases the validity of my interpretations.  My research plan (Table 3) for 
interviews and focus groups was informed by nearly forty years’ worth of 
literature and set around seven key stages with corresponding themes each 
drawing upon a different tool. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
50 During the course of the research I had to make modifications for a student who was severely dyslexic, specifically in the activity in Stage 5. 
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Table 3 - Thematic Organization of Interviews and Focus Groups 
 
A solid methodology uses triangulation, or multiple sources of data/sources of 
evidence, in an attempt to ensure validity.  51  Whilst ethnographers have struggled 
with questions surrounding validity and reliability, I agree with Schensul, 
Schensul et al (1999) that ethnography has a high degree of internal validity, as 
validity: “requires researchers to assess whether constructs devised by researchers 
represent or measure the categories of human experience” (276).  Additionally , 
researchers should not be a slave to “methodolatry,” or the “idolatry of method” 
                                                 
51 Triangulation, through multiple data collection methods, will yield a: “stronger substantiation of constructs and hypotheses” (Eisenhardt 1989: 538). 
Stage and Theme(s) Methods Tools Various Topics and Aim 
 
(Preliminary Observation Phase) 
 
1 – Life History 
Approach 
 
Semi-structured 
interview 
Pictures of 
Occupational 
Masculinities 
(Appendix G) 
Family, national identity,  
To understand students life experiences 
2 – Schooling 
Experience 
 
Semi-structured 
interview 
Music: Eminem’s 
The Way I Am 
School experience, respect in school, 
parent involvement, bullying, teachers, 
etc.  
To facilitate ‘student voice’ (Smyth 
and Hattam 2001)  
3 – Masculinity 
Perceptions 
 
Focus groups 
and/or Semi-
structured 
interview 
Pictures of 
Working-Class 
Masculinities 
(Appendix H) 
Primary socialization, employment and 
masculinity, style/dress  
To capitalize on ‘student voice’ (ibid) 
and enable boys to rationalize and 
explain engagement with learning and 
attitudes toward schooling 
4 – Social Class and 
Education 
 
Semi-structured 
interview 
Pictures of 
Masculinity 
Variations 
(Appendix I) 
To gain knowledge of social class 
positioning, ‘lived’ social class 
experiences 
5 – Power and 
Aggression 
 
Semi-structured 
interview 
Pictures of Media 
Masculinities and 
Activity 
(Appendix J) 
Positions of power/autonomy, 
sexuality/homophobia, priorities 
To understand the boys’ conception of 
power in their lives 
6 – Racism, Police, 
Dilemma 
 
Focus groups 
and/or Semi-
structured 
interview 
Film: Football 
Factory 
Racism, police, response to film 
To understand how they perceive 
elements of social control 
7 – Influences 
 
Semi-structured 
interview 
Worksheet and 
Drawing Activity 
Conceptions of admired students, 
conceptions of each other, individual 
questions based on Interviews 1-6 
To facilitate dialogue on points of 
confusion in previous interviews 
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where “slavish attachment and devotion to method” overtakes  research content 
(Janesick 2000: 390).  The use of methods, such as non-participant observation, 
interviews and focus groups, were essential to the research methodology.  The 
principle approach in conducting the research, therefore, has been the adoption of 
a flexible and multi-faceted design strategy enabled an in-depth look at the issues 
relating to white working-class boys, their schooling, and their subjectivities.  I 
executed a multi-case study with thick description, which I believe was the most 
appropriate design for this particular problem and the ensuing research questions 
(Walker 1989).   
 
Implicit in a study of classed, ethnic and gendered processes attending upon 
engagement with schooling are complexities and contradictions surrounding 
power and hierarchical, institutionalized asymmetry (Mac an Ghaill 1994; 2000). 
These are themes that have been examined specifically in a number of school 
ethnographies, but researchers frequently fall short of actively acknowledging 
their own involvement in the relationships of power and authority that 
characterize school settings.   
 
5.1.2 Ethnography 
 
My school-based ethnographic approach is an attempt to comprehend the 
relationship between the boys’ identity-production and its relationship to the 
schooling process.  I conducted the seven stages of the research process from July 
2010 to April 2011, for the purposes of an ethnographic study my time with the 
participants was limited.  Throughout the process my research habitus: “supplied 
at once the anchor, the compass, and the course of the ethnographic journey” 
(Wacquant 2011: 81).  Assuming ethnography52 to be “culture studying culture” 
(Grenfell and James 1998: 11), Bourdieu identifies two traditions in ethnographic 
practice: culture as: “an instrument of communication and knowledge, as a 
‘structured structure’ made up of signs based on shared consensus of world 
meanings”; and that involving the viewing of culture where “human knowledge is 
                                                 
52 “When culture is used as an idea ‘to think with,’ this variety is provocative and can move research forward” (Eisenhardt 2001: 16). 
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the product of the social infrastructure: material relations organized along class 
and economic lines,” where the dominant class imposes ideology (Grenfell and 
James 1998).  In order to reconcile agency and structure, Bourdieu refers to his 
method as “‘constructivist structuralism’” or “‘structural constructivism ,’” with 
‘constructivist’ pertaining to “the dynamic reproduction of human activity” in 
changing contexts and ‘structuralist’ referring to the “relations of those involved”  
(ibid: 12-13).  Bourdieu’s “structuralist constructionist” approach is one that 
includes the perceptions of objective reality and objective measures of aggregate 
behaviour (Swartz 1997: 146).  One of the objectives for Bourdieu’s research was 
to show how culture and social class correlate, where cultural practices are 
markers of underlying class distinctions (ibid: 143).   
 
According to Grenfell and James (1998) there are three ways in which Bourdieu’s 
approach differs from conventional ethnography.  First, Bourdieu is very specific 
on the status of theory which he considers a: “‘developed understanding, 
sometimes grasped empathetically, gained as part of a practical engagement with 
empirical situations and the problems they present’” (1998: 156).  Second, in 
highlighting the individual’s own experience in the (objective) world , Bourdieu 
intends to transcend objectivism and subjectivism.  Third, Bourdieu’s work offers 
a “particular philosophical stance but is not a methodological perspective,” 
labelling his own work as “constructivist structuralism or structuralist 
constructivism” (ibid). 
 
5.1.3   School-based ethnography 
 
Constructivists describe “the individual human subject engaging with objects in 
the world and making sense of them,” while constructionists “deny this actually 
happens” and we instead face a: “whole world of meaning” (Crotty 1998: 79).  I 
would strongly argue that ethnography is the most appropriate methodological 
rationale for furthering an understanding of how meaning is constructed and how 
participants experience enculturation.  Since my research questions focus on 
interactions, perceptions, attitudes and construction of identity, my research 
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design will draw on an ethnographic approach.  By the 1980s, ethnography 
problematized the reproductionist formula, by revealing students to be active 
social agents and not passive bearers of ideology (Levinson and Holland, 1996: 
9), and many researchers (cf. Reay 1990; Gillborn and Kirton 2000; Reay 2002) 
have examined boys and their identity work in schools ethnographically.  
Ethnography, the identifying of cultural patterns as a methodology (Crotty 1998: 
3), attempts to work positively with the subjectivity of the researcher, his or her 
knowledge of the field, and to develop an empathetic rapport with the 
participants.   
 
Ethnography is concerned with discrete interaction.  Bourdieu, Accadro et al 
state:  
contrary to what might be believed from a naively personalist view of the 
uniqueness of the social persons, it is the uncovering of immanent 
structures contained in the contingent statements of a discrete interaction 
that alone allows one to grasp the essential… (1993: 618).   
In the ethnographic process, participants are cautious in how they represent 
themselves, and they are concerned with judgments of the dominant value system.  
Ethnographers need to be aware of this and to display a lack of attachment to 
hegemonic values and theories of ‘self’ (Skeggs 2004: 88).  Undertaking research 
with young people, specifically young men, raises complex questions about 
access, reliability and power (McDowell 2000a).  When the research is focused 
on how individuals define and interpret situations, negotiate meanings, and co-
create social reality (Woods 1986: 4-6), an ethnographic methodology must 
support the epistemological background, conceptual tools and methodological 
principles that will inform the research.  On a conceptual level, Bourdieu’s 
theoretical tools will guide the study of how identity is constructed through 
agency, structure, the individual, and the collective (Nash 1990), to explore and 
better ascertain an in-depth understanding.   It is also important here to emphasize 
the use of the word ‘explore’ and not ‘answer’ in reference to the research 
questions.  Ethnography does not intend to arrive at definitive answers, but 
instead to apply social theories with the aim of better understanding day-to-day 
experiences and perceptions.     
 
 111 
 
Using the focus groups (Table 3: Stage 3 and 6), similar to Irizarry’s (2009) work, 
I borrowed elements of ‘ciphering’ which: “allowed me to adopt or share the 
perspectives of the participants alongside my analysis, serving as a vehicle for 
triangulation” (493).  That is, I shared anonymous data and my early analysis with 
the participants in the final stage (Table 3: Stage 7), giving them an opportunity 
to reflect and further inform my work and evaluate and validate my analysis. As 
Wetherall and Edley (1999: 337) argue:  
We chose discourse as a site for investigating men’s identities because we 
are persuaded of the central role discursive practices play in the 
constitution of subjectivity. That is, what it means to be a person, the 
formulation of an internal life, an identity and a way of being in the world 
develop as external public dialogue moves inside to form the ‘voices of the 
mind’ (Wertsch, 1991).  
Subjectivity and identity are best understood as the personal enactment of 
communal methods of “self-accounting, vocabularies of motive, culturally 
recognizable emotional performances and available stories for making sense” 
(Wetherall and Edley 1999: 337-8). 
 
5.1.4   Limitations of school-based ethnography 
 
My work draws upon the principles of ethnography, but I would define it as an 
ethnographic approach rather than being a complete ethnography.  Ethnography 
has its limitations.  In Willis’s The Ethnographic Imagination (2000) he:  
implores us to avoid the twin dangers in contemporary social scientific 
work – the danger of presenting empirical material divorced from 
theoretical reflection, as well as the danger of theoretical reflection 
divorced from an engagement with the empirical (Dolby and Dimitradis 
2004: 5).   
Furthermore ethnographic “studies are necessarily limited by the researcher's 
ability to participate in various settings, the amount of time the researcher can 
devote and the researcher’s areas of special interest and expertise” (Eisenhardt 
2001: 18).  By conducting the research in different school contexts the limitations 
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that accompany ethnography were partially counteracted.  As a methodology, 
ethnography is vulnerable to accusations of being static, ahistorical and subjective 
as “the ethnographer can only claim to have knowledge about others’ knowledge, 
interpretations of others’ interpretations, models of others’ models” (Pollner and 
Emerson 2001).  Another criticism is the researcher’s ability to participate in 
various settings and the amount of time they can devote to them (Eisenhardt 
2001; Rock 2001: 31).  Arguably, ethnography lacks the precision of a positivist 
methodology.  For example sometimes ad hoc decisions are made about which 
lessons to record, which aspects of classroom work come to the forefront, how 
irregular the contact with participants, how uneven interaction with teachers – all 
of which raises questions about representativeness and systematic sampling 
(Woods 1986: 43).  To contest such criticisms, ethnographers adhere to 
“scrupulous attention to detail” and rationalized methods – such as observation, 
one-to-one interviewing, researcher journaling, etc
53
 – in an attempt to ensure the 
absence of bias and preserve the validity of the results (Schensul, Schensul et al. 
1999: 95). 
 
As a school-based ethnographer, I was required to work reflexively between six 
key skills – speculative analysis, classifying and categorizing, concept formation, 
models, typologies, theory – in an effort to extend understanding (Woods 1986: 
120-130).  Not only must an ethnographer balance key components, they must 
also recognize the methodology’s relationship to theory and reflexivity.  I see the 
relationship in two parts: 1) “every researcher must be able to generate theory as 
well as formulate methodology in the data collection process” (Schensul, 
Schensul et al. 1999: 10), and 2) rich ethnographic ‘description’ is something 
counter-posed to ‘theory’ when ethnography in itself is “theoretically laden” 
(Woods 1986: 152). 
 
5.2   Research settings 
 
                                                 
53 These are: “the mainstays of ethnographic methods, and they depend fundamentally on first-hand, personal involvement in the lives of people who are being 
studied” (Eisenhardt 2001: 18). 
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5.2.1    Community and schools 
 
According to Lupton and Sullivan (2007), “[e]conomically, socially and 
geographically, London is divided” (16).  For the working-class, London is 
characterized by “high housing costs” which: “trap low-skilled workers on 
benefits, because they cannot earn enough to pay for their accommodation” (15).  
Adding to the problem is: “high childcare costs, typically 15-30 per cent higher 
than elsewhere” (ibid).  The result of the difficult circumstances is that “parental 
employment rates are well below the national average” and: “children in London 
are much more likely to live in households where no one is working than their 
counterparts in other parts of Britain” (ibid).  In terms of schooling, the school 
sites were located in a location I refer to as Boremund in one of the five boroughs 
London Challenge identified as containing “the areas of most challenge” 
(Brighouse 2007) with an unemployment rate well above the average for London 
and England.  Similar to Dillabough and Kennelly’s (2010) work, my participants 
shared the social location of: “‘working class’, ‘economically disadvantaged’ or 
‘working poor’ living at the edge of the urban core of an affluent ‘world-class’ 
city” (56).   
 
Despite abundant industrial work available in the 19th and 20th century (dock 
work for men, biscuit and confectionery work for the women), Boremund
54
 has 
always been shaped by poverty.  Today there exists high levels of unemployment 
(Table 4).  Unfortunately it is also a part of London shaped by stereotypes of 
racism, due to the British National Party and other right wing groups using it as a 
venue for marches.  The area had been dominated by a traditional white working-
class culture that held close to fixed geographical boundaries divided by a 
specific road that ran through the south part of the community.  Living north of 
this specific road meant one was ‘real Boremund’.  Recently, this white working-
class culture was widely perceived by older members of the community to be 
‘under siege’ through gentrification and a higher social mix (partially due to tube 
                                                 
54 This part of South London was the subject of an EU-funded project on social integration and a lot of the information I draw upon stems from my 
involvement with the key stakeholders in the project as well as attending several community meetings where participants became engaged in feeding back on 
the research process. 
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expansion in the mid-1990s which made it very accessible to Canary Wharf and 
central London).   
 
Possibly the most significant change may be the way in which the former 
docklands have been redeveloped since the late-1980s into exclusive residential 
areas. These gated communities are attractively located near the river front, but 
also adjacent to deprived nearby council estates. Despite this spatial proximity, 
residents of the new developments are seen as having very limited involvement 
with Boremund. This is best described in The Guardian which states: “[a] tale of 
two cities: it is either hyper-gentrified or hyper-ungentrified, and never the twain 
shall meet. This makes for a peculiar patch of city where poverty and affluence 
jar” (Jensen 2012).  According to my field notes from a community meeting I 
attended, what was once considered a stable community was now experiencing 
instability as new middle-class couples without children moved in pushing 
Boremund residents to hold onto and reclaim the ‘old Boremund’.55  In the white 
working-class community there are schisms and fragmentation, though the 
majority of the area’s school staff I spoke to felt strongly that council initiatives 
had privileged immigrants over the white working-class. 
 
  
                                                 
55 The ethos can best be represented in this statement: ‘They’ve got their wine bars – we have got our pubs” (Jensen 2012) 
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Table 4 – Male Employment in the Borough 
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Table 5 – Ethnic Composition in the Borough 
 
 
 
 
Where there is extensive literature discussing ‘whiteness’ which equates to power 
and entitlement, in the schooling context of this study whiteness was often 
socially created as undesirable and equated with low-aspirational and anti-
educational stances.  For many administrators and teachers in my school sites, 
their conception of the white working-class would be characterized by stagnation.  
It is clear from Table 6 that the white students in the borough underperformed at 
GCSE against other ethnic groups. 
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Table 6 - GCSE and Equivalent Results for Young People by Ethnic Group,  Referenced by 
Location of Pupil Residence 
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Three South London school sites were used: 1) a Pupil Referral Unit  (PRU); 2) a 
school where white working-class boys were a minority in a male-heavy cohort 
(World School); 3) a school where white working-class were the majority with a 
more equal gender balance (London Academy).  Each field contained many site-
specific variables: subject choice; different expectations of participants (Woods 
1993); processes of assessing teacher capabilities (Werthman 1993); variable 
attitudes to qualification (Warmington 2003); and levels of individual 
expressions.  Each institution had its own habitus, a set of dispositions (Ingram 
2009), though “[w]ithin the same school institutional habituses are mobilized 
differentially for different pupils” (Reay 1998a: 524). In order to provide a 
snapshot of each educational setting, I will address the main features Delamont 
(1983) uses in the text Interaction in the Classroom: physical setting (spatial 
relationships, layout, décor); institutional setting (whole school ethos, 
organization, procedures, assessments, dress, attendance); and institutional 
control (rules, policies concerning pupil conduct). 
 
School Site A: Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) 
 
The Pupil Referral Unit is an educational site that faced many daily challenges.  
Students, of which there was a small cohort in Year 11 of approximately 15 
students, only attended the unit three days a week to complete work for their 
GCSEs, and the remaining two days a week they attended vocational placement 
training, which the majority of them appeared to enjoy.  The teachers were faced 
with the task of teaching entire GCSE courses within the confines of three days a 
week and were further burdened by non-attendance.  The GCSE is not designed to 
be taught in this way, and the chances of gaining qualifications were, therefore, 
systemically rendered as minimal.  Despite colourful layout and engaging décor, 
the physical setting was extremely claustrophobic, which made it challenging to 
concentrate and difficult to handle high-level behaviour problems when they 
occurred.  Pupil conduct was often problematic and when one student ‘kicked 
off,’ it would spread quickly amongst the other students until some were 
excluded.  The institution had a good organization, but the transitory nature of the 
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students made adopting a good ethos difficult to maintain.  Students were allowed 
to wear their own clothes and lunch was provided.   
 
School Site B: World School 
 
World School is an educational site in the process of an entire school turn-around.  
The site I visited in May and June 2010 was completely obliterated and new 
buildings and facilities were created over the six-week summer holidays.  While I 
was conducting the research, the school was coming to terms with a completely 
new school environment using the Gates model of small school structures, so, 
therefore, I only interacted with the small school of Year 10 and Year 11.  The 
approximately 200 students in this small school were subjected to high levels of 
behaviour monitoring and authoritative discipline.  Both staff and students were 
experiencing tremendous pressure centring on exam scores, and the achievement 
ideology permeated the educational space constantly.  The environment was very 
restrictive and the strict methods of discipline were having an effect , as classroom 
behaviour improved substantially from September to April. 
 
School Site C: London Academy 
 
London Academy is also a relatively new educational site, built in the late 1990s.  
The institution is a comprehensive school with a Sixth Form and above-average 
facilities.  The open-plan layout makes it conducive to fostering a sense of 
community.  The quality of teaching is exceptionally high, even in the lower 
ability sets, and behaviour is managed well.  The majority of the teaching staff 
was female, young and energetic.  The whole school ethos was focused on pupils 
doing their best and – in response to the Baccalaureate – the school timetable was 
about to be restructured so a higher percentage could take BTEC qualifications to 
increase the pass rate.  However, what was most problematic about the school 
environment, and which made both staff and students anxious, was a white 
working-class girl “gang culture”.  A specific group of girls, mainly in Year 10 
and 11, were testing the institutional control, contributing to high-level disruptive 
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behaviour in lessons and were, as a result, over-represented in the on-site referral 
unit. 
 
5.3   Research Method 
 
5.3.1 Sample 
 
The largely qualitative sociological study of 23 participants was conducted in 
seven stages using semi-structured interviews and focus groups.  Due to a variety 
of factors (non-attendance, exclusions) not every participant completed all seven 
stages.  Whilst I will define my sampling procedure below, sampling was only 
particularly relevant for London Academy where potential participants were 
abundant.  The other school sites had only a handful and therefore all were 
included.   
 
Table 7 - Labelling and Setting in Schools and Household Structure  
 
 Year  Talented 
& Gifted 
Science 
Sets 
Maths 
Sets 
English 
Sets 
FSM 
Status 
Household Structure 
(M = Mother, F = 
Father, B= Brother, S 
= Sister) 
London Academy   
Thomas B 11 N 4 BTEC 3 2 N M, F 
Tommy B 11 N 4 BTEC 4 4 Y M, B 
Terry 11 N 4 BTEC 3 3 Y  
Luke 11 N 2 GCSE 3 2 Y M, B 
Tom F 11 N 4 BTEC 2 3 N M, F 
Charlie M 11 N 2 GCSE 4 3 Y M, S, B, B, B 
Alen  11 N 3 GCSE 3 2 Y M, F, S 
Frankie 11 N 3 GCSE 3 3 N M, F, B 
George G 10 N 2 GCSE 2 2 N M, F, S 
Georgie H 10 N 1 GCSE 1 1 N M, S, S, S 
George K 10 Y 3 BTEC 1 2 N M, F, B 
Connor 10 N 4 BTEC 3 4 N M, F, S, B, B 
Liam  10 N 4 BTEC 4 4 N M, F, S, B 
Lewis 10 Y 4 BTEC 1 1 N M, S 
Ryan 10 N 4 BTEC 4 4 Y M, F, B 
World School   
Amin 10 N middle middle middle Y M, F 
Calum 10 N middle bottom Top Y M, F, S 
Ronnie 10 N Top middle middle Y M 
Ben 10 N Top bottom Top N M, F, S, S 
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PRU   
Greg 11 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A M, F, B, B, S 
Alfie  11 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A M, F, S 
Tom S 11 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A  
Jake 11 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A  
 
The process of selection purposely did not take into account behaviour, as many 
past qualitative studies have focused too much on rebellious deviant boys (as 
criticized by Raphael Reed 1999; McDowell 2000b).  My research plan intended 
to address the heterogeneity of white working-class boys and the heterogeneity of 
their academic experiences.  The white working-class have been documented with 
diverse attitudes and values (Bennett, Savage et al. 2009: 206-7).     
 
I recognize that there are inherent issues with identifying ‘working-class.’ In 
educational research, there is “no single scale of social class categories that is 
universally recognized; the categories are multiple and difficult to interpret” 
(Gillborn 2009: 21). Selecting students by Free School Meals is a common proxy 
associated with a lack of economic capital.  However, the FSM proxy is a 
measure of economic capital and, therefore, I did not select all the boys in my 
study according to FSM status.  As a vice-principal at one school noted, FSM is 
innately problematic because the working-class community either had too much 
pride to apply for it or were unaware they were eligible for it  (Fieldnotes 16-3-
10).  
 
There is obviously a multitude of ways to measure socio-economic disadvantage, 
yet clearly educational qualifications, and their relationship to cultural practices, 
are important.  Bennet, Savage et al. (2009) highlight the relationship between 
educational qualifications and social exclusion, arguing:   
The evidence is incontrovertible: the relations between the educational 
qualifications, the occupational preferment of the professional executive 
class, and their participation in and liking for these cultural practices 
demonstrates their value as a distinctive class asset.  There is equally little 
room for doubt that the working classes remain specifically excluded from 
this cultural-educational-occupational nexus. (202) 
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Bodovski (2010) measured family SES: “as an aggregate of parental education, 
occupational prestige and family income – associated with parents’ educational 
expectations and concerted cultivation” (144). While some of the participants 
revealed that their parents were employed in jobs requiring some post-16 
education,
56
 the overwhelming majority of the participants in the study had 
parents with few educational experiences beyond the age of 16 (Table 8).  
Therefore, I do believe parental educational qualifications57 and occupations to be 
essential criteria in the sampling.   
 
Table 8 - FSM Status and Parental Occupation 
 
 Ye
ar  
FSM 
Status 
Mother’s Level 
of Education 
Mother’s 
Occupation 
Father’s Level 
of Education 
Father’s 
Occupation 
London Acaedmy 
Thomas B 11 N A-levels NHS secretary Drop-out Salesman 
Tommy B 11 
Y 
Unknown Long-term 
Disability 
N/A N/A 
Terry 11 
Y 
Unknown Full-time 
Mother 
Plumbing 
Qualification 
Plumber 
Luke 11 
Y 
Unknown Teaching 
Assistant 
Unknown Self-employed 
Tom F 11 
N 
No GCSEs 
Cleaner 
City & Guilds 
Training 
Course 
Carpenter 
Charlie 11 Y GCSE Baker Drop-out Lorry Driver 
Alen  11 Y University Unemployed Unknown Unemployed 
Frankie 11 
N 
Unknown Teaching 
Assistant 
Unknown Printer 
Delivery  
George G 10 
N 
Unknown 
Music Studio 
Manager 
Unknown London 
Underground 
Operator 
Georgie H 10 
N 
College Teaching 
Assistant 
College Council 
Worker 
George K 10 
N 
College 
Secretary 
Military 
Training 
Draughtsman 
Connor 10 N Unknown Admin Unknown Lorry Driver 
Liam  10 
N 
Unknown Full-time 
Mother 
Unknown Scaffolder 
Lewis 10 N Unknown Childminder Unknown Disc Jockey 
Ryan 10 
Y 
Unknown Teaching 
Assistant 
Unknown Lift Engineer 
World School 
Amin 10 
Y 
College 
Unemployed 
Electrician 
Qualification 
Unemployed 
Calum 10 Y None Unemployed None Supervisor 
Ronnie 10 Y None Launderette City & Guilds Redundant 
                                                 
56 Strand refers to it as a “blunt instrument” for social class analysis while Gillborn further defines FSM as a: “crude measure of disadvantage” (Strand 2007: 
33; Gillborn 2009: 20).   
57 This table obviously supplies a very incomplete picture.  The majority of the boys placed a dash next to their parent’s approximate occupation, indicating a 
lack of knowledge or a lack of education and training.  I feel the dash is highly representative of how education is not a part of the home life. 
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Worker Training 
Course 
Ben 10 
N 
Unknown Full-time 
Mother 
Plumbing 
Qualification 
Plumber 
Pupil Referral Unit (PRU) 
Greg 11 N/A Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown 
Alfie  11 N/A Expelled from 
school Unemployed 
O-Levels Unemployed 
Tom S. 11 N/A O-Levels School Office 
Secretary 
Unknown Lorry Driver 
Jake 11 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 
 
5.3.2     Negotiating Access 
 
In order to gain access, I first sent a letter addressed to the management of the 
schools/colleges along with a brief outline of my research design and my overall 
intent (Appendix C).  I then followed the letter with a phone call, through which I 
hoped to arrange a visit to the school.  Unfortunately, this straight-forward 
process presented challenges, and schools chose not to participate for a variety of 
reasons.  Despite having a letter of support from the borough, ultimately I used 
my own social capital and professional networks of fellow teachers to persuade 
schools to participate in my study.  Once the schools were secured, I entered into 
the observation phase and sent letters to parents requesting permission for their 
sons to be a part of the study (Appendix B). 
 
5.4    Methods for data collection 
 
5.4.1  Observation 
 
Good observation is grounded in thorough documentation, as it is through this 
process that the fieldworker is able to understand his role in the social setting 
(Everhart 2001: 181).  Unfortunately, educational research within the classroom 
can often ignore qualities such as “deportment, work habits, and other personal 
characteristics” which are essential for learning and unfortunately seen as 
“‘noncognitive’ and so are seldom seen as a major issue in improving school 
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achievement” (Entwisle, Alexander et al 2007: 128).  Classroom observation has 
also been accused of being “simply behavioural,” tending to “disregard the 
meaning(s) that behaviour entails” or to “divorce what people do from their 
intentions” (Delamont and Hamilton 1989: 37).  “Classrooms can only be 
understood when it is accepted that they are situated in time” where pupils and 
teachers exist in an ongoing negotiation (Delamont 1983: 30, 31). I would argue 
that classroom observation has an additional danger at the other end of the 
spectrum, where it becomes easy for researchers to assume people’s attentions 
fall into a specific paradigm driven by research questions. In order to avoid this, 
my research questions were purposefully constructed to be open-ended and my 
field-notes were delineated with one section for actual observations and another 
section for inferences, conjectures and connections to theory. 
 
As attitudes and perceptions are constructed in social contexts, it is also critical to 
observe participants amongst their peers.  By observing multiple lessons in 
different academic institutions I intended to see how the design of the lesson 
(content, organization, style, teacher role) impacted upon learner identities and 
engagement.  Schensul, Schensul et al (1999) note that “observation is always 
filtered through the researcher’s interpretive frames” (95) and I have to recognize 
my prior knowledge as a teacher may have influenced my thinking.   
 
My intention was to use lesson observations58 in the subsequent stages to enable 
me to reference actual examples when exploring more abstract questions 
regarding the role education plays in participants’ lives.  Observation is a 
technique that enables the core features of ethnography, such as flexibility and 
emergent data, to surface (Aull Davies 1999: 95).  The objectives of semi-
structured observation are: “(a) to identify factors associated with domains ; (b) to 
identify variables associated with factors; and (c) to identify items or attributes of 
variables that can be recorded systematically by presence/absence or degree,” and 
my observation attempted to consider these factors (Schensul, Schensul et al. 
1999: 162). 
 
                                                 
58 The field notes – or field journal – is the primarily descriptive records of impressions and informal observations to enhance the trustworthiness of the data. 
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5.4.2  Focus Groups 
 
All parts of the research process should allow for “the tensions, contradictions 
and subversive forces at work in their lives” to be revealed (Smyth and Hattam 
2001: 405).  Clearly, there exists a complex relationship between how the 
masculine identity is constructed and social interaction (Connell 1989; Mac an 
Ghaill 1994; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).  Therefore, analysing social 
interaction is necessary in order to achieve the larger research goals. The need to 
elicit the social aspect of masculine identity-formation informed the research 
methodology as numerous theorists have observed the contrast between boys’ 
public and private behaviours, where: “in order to be accepted (by other males), 
boys have to act in a very proscribed normative way but when not under the 
scrutiny of their (male) peer group they can act differently” (McCarry 2010: 24).  
In Louisa Allen’s (2005) work on male sexual identity in focus groups, she notes: 
This function of talk as a means of achieving and preserving the masculine 
self highlights an intimate relationship between language and subjectivity, 
one in which young men are both the subjects and the objects of language 
in that their utilization of it produces them as types of sexual subjects 
which are not of their own making (i.e. which they did not author). Willig 
explains this relationship with reference to the way that subjects are 
constrained by available discourses because ‘discursive positions pre-exist 
the individual whose sense of “self” or (subjectivity) and range of 
experience are circumscribed by available discourses’ (Willig, 1999: 114). 
(43) 
Focus groups are a method for gaining access to subjectivities and how 
subjectivities are formed.  Therefore, the focus groups involved young men not 
simply giving opinions about certain topics but actually becoming sites of their 
own constitution and management of their own identities.   
 
Employing the core beliefs of ‘voiced research’ in an effort to reverse the 
“dynamics of power,” the focus groups sessions had no set of pre-formulated 
questions and only limited stimulus material so the participants were given the 
power “to determine what is a worthwhile or robust research question” (Smyth 
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and Hattam 2001: 407-8).  The only structuring was “unattributed statements on 
cards” as well as a film clip and a song that “seems at first to come from 
nowhere” (Meyers 1998: 106), reducing my involvement and making the situation 
less hierarchical.  It has been documented that the “moderator has enormous and 
sometimes unacknowledged influence on what is said” (ibid: 88) and my methods 
attempted to counteract this.  I believe a good facilitator must primarily adhere to: 
showing a genuine interest, being a moderator not a participant, be prepared to 
hear unpleasant views and making quick decisions about the appropriate level of 
moderation (Conin 2008: 228-229).  Furthermore, I believe a quality focus group 
relies heavily on the personality of the facilitator (Gibson 2007: 478). 
 
Focus groups must be utilized with a critical eye since – while they unearth 
“opinions and underlying attitudes” – they: “also lead us to reflect critically on 
what opinions are, and what people do with them” (Meyers 1998: 106).  The 
forum of a focus group may be new for many of the participants and it is up to the 
ethnographer to posit sensitive information.  As a result of this, I encountered 
certain behaviours that were challenging, specifically “dominant talkers” and 
“ramblers,” although I did not encounter too many “disruptive participants” 
(Krueger 1997: 58-60) perhaps due to the novelty of the situation and my clearly-
set expectations. The boys responded well to the focus groups.  Nevertheless, I 
did encounter challenges as a facilitator through the process of working to 
develop a style that I was comfortable with while addressing research aims and 
objectives (Conin 2008).  Robson writes that with the use of a focus group, the 
researcher has the advantage of facilitating discussion of: “taboo topics” (Robson 
2002b: 285).  I found it useful, in the twelve focus groups which I conducted, to 
give the boys something controversial early on in order to incite opinions and to 
keep my level of involvement low.  Whilst I recognize that room size, lighting, 
temperature and seating arrangements can all affect the group discussion (Gibson 
2007: 447), unfortunately I had very little choice over the setting.   
 
5.4.3     Interviewing 
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Whilst continuous classroom observations provided a depiction of how 
participants construct their identity in relation to the structure of the school, this 
study intended to elicit perceptions and attitudes, and the use of interviews was an 
essential method.  Considered an ideal tool for data collection in qualitative 
research, sometimes interviews work and sometimes they do not, and the outcome 
is not necessarily in the control of the interviewer.  Identities and subjectivities do 
not simply reveal themselves in interviews, they need to be developed reflexively 
and interviewers need to consider their positioning carefully in the interview 
process (McLeod 2003).  In their work on masculine identity, Wetherall and 
Edley (1999) note that: 
when people speak, their talk reflects not only the local pragmatics of that 
particular conversational context, but also much broader or more global 
patterns in collective sense-making and understanding. It would seem 
appropriate, therefore, to adopt a similarly two-sided analytical approach, 
combining insights from the ethnomethodological/conversation tradition 
(338)  
The use of semi-structured interviews eliminates the respondent’s reliance on 
their reading and writing abilities, and enables the interviewer to explore vague or 
inadequate responses to certain questions (Renold 2001).  As noted in past 
research with boys, they can be “uneasy and monosyllabic” and, in an effort to 
engage them, I often joked and engaged in light banter (Francis 2000).  Over the 
course of seven interviews the interaction between my participants and myself 
became more natural.  Following past research, I was very clear about working to 
creating an open atmosphere with the boys, like Corrigan (1979): “…I wanted 
them to say the things the way they wanted, using their own language, and I 
didn’t care about spelling, or grammar, or talking proper” (13).  Balancing the 
roles between ‘stranger’ and ‘friend’, I found that providing information about 
myself (my university experience and experience of living in New York City) was 
important if I expected them to reciprocate (Everhart 2001).  As an ethnographer, 
I value the use of “self as a barometer’ and feel that becoming immersed in the 
school lives of these boys, far outweighs: “the alleged loss of ‘objectivity’ that 
some claim occurs when one progresses toward the role of friend” (Everhart 
2001: 181).    
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An awareness of how interaction occurs in an interview is essential, as is the 
awareness of the inherent power imbalance.  Between my participants and myself 
there was an obvious power imbalance (gender, age, nationality, status) and a 
non-obvious one centring on social knowledge in operation and though I was 
open to emergent data, I had definite questions I sought to ask.  Aull Davies 
(1999) writes:  
Thus both interviewers and interviewee begin with some necessarily 
incomplete knowledge about another level of reality – the social – and 
through an analysis of the character of their interaction including, but not 
limited to, the content of the verbal interaction, they may develop this 
knowledge. (98)  
There were many points in the interview where I referenced difference openly and 
‘played the dumb American,’ claiming a lack of knowledge about social class, the 
UK education system and South London.  Open and joking discussion of 
differences between interviewer and interviewee normalized the interaction and 
reduced anxieties.  In the postmodern context, Alvesson notes that there are two 
‘positions’ on interviewing.  Specifically, the objective: “neo-positivist is eager to 
establish a context-free truth about reality ‘out there’ by following a research 
protocol and getting responses relevant to it, minimizing researcher influence and 
other sources of “bias” (Alvesson 2002).  The interviewer in this context is an 
instrument.  Conversely, the subjective “romantic” advocates for a more: 
“‘genuine’ human interaction, believes in establishing rapport, trust and 
commitment between the interviewer and interviewee in the interview situation” 
(ibid).  In truth, many researchers, especially those who are 
constructionist/constructivist, balance between the two approaches.  My goal was 
to be open and non-judgmental within the ‘social situation’ but also cautious and 
respectful (McDowell 2000a; Alvesson 2002), and my longitudinal research 
design enabled for a relationship to develop.  
 
With respect to the power dynamic: “the interplay between two people with their 
own gender, age, professional background, personal appearance, and ethnicity and 
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so on makes a deep imprint on the accounts produced” (Alvesson 2002: 160).59  
Additionally, the deontological power relationship that comes from the adult -
student scenario could be problematic although Young (2000) showed that as a 
teacher of her own children discussing masculinity through critical literacy 
activities she was able to balance her “multiple positions” and access perspectives 
while maintaining objectivity (331).  Also, in terms of my own reflexivity, efforts 
were made to prevent participants from perceiving me as part of the educational 
institution, although it was obviously impossible to escape these power issues 
entirely.  Occasionally these efforts were accidental as one day I wore Ralph 
Lauren trainers which altered my participants’ perception of me and made them 
more forthcoming.  Oakley (1981: 44) discusses the advantages of repeated 
interviewing where more information can be gained (and in greater depth), and I 
have tried to incorporate a balance between viewing the boys in social contexts 
(focus groups, observation) and one-on-one over a period of time.   
 
5.4.4   Life history approach 
 
Utilizing a life history approach during the interview process offered: “the 
promise of capturing and analysing identity, currently the object of both cultural 
and academic fascination” (McLeod 2003: 203).  This non-aggressive style has 
proven productive in the past when working with young men (McDowell 2000a).  
McDowell notes the value of an interview-based life-history approach with 
marginalised young men as describing:  
what had happened in their lives so far was relatively unthreatening and 
straightforward, providing identifiable pegs for the interview, and keeping 
it relatively unstructured allowed the ways in which young men construct 
and talk about their sense of themselves to emerge. (McDowell 2001: 201) 
In Somers’ (1992) Narrativity, Narrative Identity, and Social Action: Rethinking 
English Working-Class Formation he argues that narratives must be thematic 
where: 
                                                 
59 In my MEd research participants felt I was middle-class but as I was not British I was considered largely outside the British class system.  This contributed 
to the “cultural asymmetry” (Bourdieu et al 1993: 611).  An interesting analysis of ‘stepping outside of class’ can be seen with Henry Singer’s documentary for 
the BBC’s White Season - Last Orders (2008) in which he felt he brought no class prejudice which allowed participants to be more open with him. 
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The primacy of this narrative theme or competing themes determines how 
events are processed and what criteria will be used to prioritize events and 
render meaning to them. Themes such as ‘husband as breadwinner,’ ‘union 
solidarity,’ or ‘women must be independent above all’ will selectively 
appropriate the happenings of the social world, arrange them in some 
order, and normatively evaluate these arrangements. (602) 
In constructing my themes and subthemes, I identified closely with Somers’ 
ontological narratives and public, cultural and institutional narratives.  
Ontological narratives define “who we are,” where: “locating ourselves in 
narratives endows us with identities – however multiple, ambiguous, ephemeral 
or conflicting they may be…” (603).  By contrast, public and cultural narratives 
range from those of one’s family, workplace, church, government and so forth, 
and like all narratives each contains “drama, plot, explanation, and selective 
appropriation” (604).  I utilised the ontological narrative, “which traces the nature 
of its realization through social relations that define individuals’ objective being” 
(Charlesworth 2001: 7).  In this way I addressed degrees of cultural capital as 
well as public and cultural narratives in order to address the participants’ 
experiences in education and how these experiences shaped their subjectivities 
(Burke 2009).  
 
5.4.5  Use of Visual Imagery, Music, Film 
 
I utilized visual imagery, music and film to elicit richer responses from the boys 
in my study and to break down the power imbalances.  As an ethnographer who 
lived and worked in the area for five years, I felt I had a solid knowledge of the 
visual repertoires the boys experienced, a “sense of the visual and technological 
cultures” of my participants (Pink 2007: 45) in this South London locale.  Many 
of the pictures that were chosen as part of the research were taken from either 
Facebook,
60
 the internet generally, or from magazines, which the participants 
would have engaged with daily.  I recognize that in choosing the photographs, I 
have imposed a certain visual representation upon the participants.  In hindsight, 
                                                 
60 From Facebook®, a public document, I selected pictures from past students of the same local and asked their permission to use these documents for 
research purposes.  By using the medium of social media, the visuals are certain to be current and actually part of the participants’ day-to-day visual lexicon. 
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it would have perhaps been useful to include more pictures of boys doing 
conventionally feminized activities.  It is common in visual ethnography for 
participants to compose images of their own though this has recently come under 
scrutiny (see Piper and Frankham 2007: 374).  Ultimately, I saw the use of visual 
methods as providing a paradigm for discussion. 
 
The images were divided into four main categories, Occupational Masculinities; 
Working-class Masculinities; Masculinity Variations and Media Masculinities, 
with 15-18 pictures in each category.  Occupation Masculinities (Appendix G) 
contained pictures of men actively engaged in employment spanning the social 
spectrum, from business men to supermarket workers.  The category of Working-
class Masculinities (Appendix H) was composed of pictures which attempted to 
capture the heterogeneity of working-class masculinities.  Some males depicted in 
these pictures would be commonly labelled as ‘chavs’ or ‘yobs’.  Masculinity 
Variations (Appendix I) included pictures of what would be considered middle-
class boys, Emos/Goths and upper-class boys. The category of Media 
Masculinities (Appendix J) contained pictures of young men used to sell products 
where there was noticeable emphasis upon the physical form.  The images were 
chosen based on two criteria that have informed previous image-based 
ethnographic work.  Specifically, they had to communicate certain aspects of 
identity and had to be aesthetically appealing with a striking composition and 
clear meaning (Harper 2001: 279).   
 
A variety of rationales were employed in the selection of the images.  However, 
the chief rationale was that they should introduce participants to a large amount 
of information and encouraged them to scrutinize the photographs (Johnson 2008: 
83).  Photo-elicitation is also grounded in a constructivist framework as children’s 
narratives are explored for insight where narrative research, specifically 
narratives focused on visual images, enables information to be revealed.  Leitch 
writes that through these processes children: “have the opportunity to narrate for 
themselves and be their own audience, children have occasion to articulate 
perceptions, emotions and viewpoints which are latent or less conscious as and 
when they emerge” (2008: 38).  
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Photo-elicitation enabled me to step aside as interviewer and allow for a co-
construction of knowledge.  Through the use of current photos, I could introduce 
the outside world into the school environment and gain insight from students 
(Cappello 2005: 172).  Whilst there is no set methodology for the use of 
photography in the social sciences (Rose 2007: 239), I followed Cappello’s 
approach by asking students what was going on in the photographs, asking them 
to separate out those that caught their attention and explain why they believed 
them to be more interesting (177-178).  The use of photographs gave: “research 
participants a means to reflect on aspects of their lives that they may usually give 
little thought to” (Rose 2007: 238) 
 
Through the use of photo-elicitation I was able to focus my attention on the boys’ 
conception of the hegemonic, which Connell (2005) describes as not an actual 
male character but a symbolic ideal or set of prescriptive norms.  Arguably, 
within each category, there was a hegemonic image, and I wanted to explore how 
the boys perceived this dominant masculine figure.  The process by which I had 
boys discussing this was to ask: ‘Which picture stands out to you and why?’  
Wetherall and Edley (1999) used images of men taken from an issue of Arena 
magazine in order to prompt discussion.  They note that stereotypical images of 
successful men invited the men in their study to dis-identify with hegemonic 
masculinity (351).  However, in any work on hegemonic masculinity, it is worth 
considering that:  
one could say that sometimes one of the most effective ways of being 
hegemonic, or being a ‘man’, may be to demonstrate one’s distance from 
hegemonic masculinity. Perhaps what is most hegemonic is to be 
nonhegemonic! – an independent man who knows his own mind and who 
can ‘see through’ social expectations. (Wetherall and Edley 1999: 351)   
I believe photo-elicitation enabled me to explore the boys’ perceptions of what 
was truly hegemonic, and how these patterns shifted or altered depending on the 
field. 
 
Essentially, I feel visual imagery should not replace words but be used as a 
complement to be: “incorporated when it is appropriate, opportune and 
enlightening to do so” (Pink 2007: 6).  Utilizing visuals in order to elicit 
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student/youth perceptions (Fielding 2007), I also sought to examine my 
participants’ reactions to the opening sequence of Football Factory61  a film 
which sets out three key areas: nihilistic lifestyle in contrast to service level 
employment, laddish football hooliganism (Deuchar and Holligan 2010: 25), and 
peer pressure/social hierarchies.  The use of Eminem’s song ‘As I Am ,’ in which 
he discusses how he is confined by labels placed upon him, was also a stimuli 
material I felt students could relate to.  Each resource, whether photographs, the 
film clip or the song, have meaning “strategically, representationally, 
illustratively,” and I was interested in how the boys would classify them or 
perceive them in reference to their own identity (Mason 2005: 131).  I also felt 
more comfortable as a researcher using visual methodology, as it enabled me to 
be more sensitive to issues that were personal to participants, like social class 
identification and friendships (Leitch 2008: 55). 
 
In McDowell’s research on white working-class boys, she notes: “Many of them 
were not verbally adept, perhaps unused to exploring their views and feelings 
with a stranger” (2000: 209).  In planning the research, I considered that many of 
my participants would respond: “more easily to visual, rather than lexical 
prompts” (Prosser and Schwartz 1998: 123).  An image-based approach, which is 
common in ethnography (Aull Davies 1999: 119), must adhere to the: “same 
standards of evidence and inference demanded of traditional non Image-based 
research and it should make logical connections that start with a study’s initial 
research questions” (ibid: 117).  As a consequence of this principle, everything I 
selected to use with my participants linked back to the study of white working-
class identity.   
 
The use of visual imagery, music and film carries risks, the chief risk being a high 
potential for confusion where the photo may “simply baffle” (Rose 2007: 250).  
Another key risk for me as a researcher was to take my participants’ responses to 
the photographs as “truth” or “realities” (Piper and Frankham 2007: 374), 
especially when utilised in focus groups where the use of these methods became 
grounds for participants performing certain ‘laddish’ behaviours for their peers.  
                                                 
61 This approach is similar to Sewell’s (1997) with a Lenny Henry clip where he had Afro-Caribbean boys identify the impact of negative representations and 
stereotypes.   
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For this reason, researchers have to be flexible and recognize when the approach 
does not work.  Prosser and Schwatz (1998) have been criticized heavily for 
proposing excessively prescriptive frameworks that “distance, objectify and 
generalize,” and therefore detract from the very qualities and potentials, “the 
ambiguity and expressivity,” that “visual images offer ethnography” (Pink 2007: 
4-5).  In researching youth and youth culture, visual methods and subsequent 
discussions have an important role to play in accessing the contradictory and 
deeply contextual interpretations underlying symbolic images (Dillabough and 
Kennelly 2010: 60). 
 
5.5    Data Analysis 
 
5.5.1     Transcription and coding analysis 
 
The method of data analysis was tied to the process of data collection, particularly 
“the iterative process whereby data analysis feeds into subsequent data collection 
with this then stimulating further analysis,” which is a common feature in the: 
“analysis of virtually all ethnographic studies” (Robson 2002a: 487).  Generally, 
my approach followed what Miles and Huberman (1994) term “a fairly classic set 
of analytic moves” (9).  My qualitative analysis was a mixture of Editing 
Approaches and Immersion Approaches (Robson 2002a: 458).  As an ‘editor,’ I 
used very few a priori codes and my codes were: “based on meanings or patterns 
in the texts” (ibid).  The data was coded through a reflection process while 
making some links to main themes highlighted in the literature review (Robson 
2002a).  However, my approach did not rigidly use grounded theory analysis.  As 
an ‘immersed researcher’ my methods were ‘fluid’ (ibid), but the process was 
quite systematized and used very little intuition as I followed the plan I set forth.   
 
5.5.2  Management of the data 
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Stake asserts that data from an investigation: “faces a hazardous passage from the 
writer to the reader…and that the writer needs ways of safeguarding the trip”  
(2003: 443).  In transcription: “it is clear that even the most literal form of 
redaction (the simplest punctuation, the placing of a comma, for example can 
determine the whole sense of a phrase) represents a translation or even an 
interpretation” (Bourdieu et al. 1993: 621).  I intended to conduct my analysis 
simultaneously with my data collection as: “every researcher must be able to 
generate theory as well as formulate methodology if the data collection process is 
to be relevant to locally situated research, effectively organized and readily 
interpreted” (Schensul, Schensul et al. 1999).  The qualitative data collected in 
interviews in which pauses, utterances, intonation and non-verbal communication 
were noted was organized through Miles and Huberman’s (1994: 248) “clustering 
strategy” surrounding the main emerging themes. 
 
To structure my data analysis, I utilized data display and conclusion-
drawing/verification.  With data display, the information must be organized and 
compressed.  I read through interviews and documents several times in order to 
further my understanding of the data (Creswell 1994) and develop categories and 
relationships.  I created organization categories, called ‘topics’ which acted as 
bins for sorting data (McMillan and Schumacher 2001).  This method facilitated 
comparison.  With conclusion drawing and verification, I wrote a “descriptive 
narrative” (Creswell 1994) about the experiences of my participants, in which 
emergent themes were noted (Denzin 1998), along with contrasts and patterns.   
 
5.5.3  Hermeneutical Concerns in Data Analysis 
 
No researcher can genuinely comprehend the perceptions of participants and this 
leaves all research – especially qualitative research – open to criticisms of bias 
and subjectivity.  Substituting the terms ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’ with 
‘determined’ and ‘constructed,’ Hodkinson (1998) argues that research falls into 
four ideal position types: “research findings determined by the researcher, 
research findings determined by the subject, research findings constructed by the 
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researcher and research findings constructed by the subject”  (560).  Given my 
constructionism/constructivism epistemology, I focused on the two most directly 
related to qualitative research; research constructed by the subject and also 
research constructed by the researcher.  Through the method of one-to-one 
interviews and focus groups, participants had considerable choice in discussing 
what they thought was relevant and to relay stories and anecdotes that captured 
factors which could be attributed as barriers toward academic engagement.  
However, I must recognize that my research was inevitably influenced by my own 
subjectivity, though I consider Hodkinson’s use of the word ‘determined’ to be 
too strong.  Adhering to the interpretivist theoretical position and utilizing 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus strongly indicates that my findings were influenced 
by my theoretical framework.  As a researcher, the hermeneutical paradox I 
encountered was centred upon the epistemological base and the theoretical 
position which had the potential to influence my work on accessing values, self-
representations and social practices.  In the cultivation of my own positionality 
there was a substantial risk to influencing the findings. 
 
5.5.4  Reflexivity 
 
For Bourdieu, reflexivity involves a looking back at “one’s own knowing 
practices” (Charlesworth 2000: 31) and throughout my research I made attempts 
to analyze my unconscious embedded social position and how it impacted upon 
my mode of analysis, developing what Bourdieu calls the “sociological ‘feel’ or 
‘eye’” which: “allows one to perceive and monitor on the spot, as the interview is 
actually taking place, the effects on the social structure within which it is 
occurring” (1993: 608).  Reflexivity, for Bourdieu, is essential to the research 
process as it is: “means a turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference” 
where “total reflexivity requires full and uncompromising, self-reference (Aull 
Davies 1999: 4, 7).  Thus, it is argued, no process of knowing is fully reflexive 
until it is explicitly turned on the knower, who becomes self-conscious even of 
the reflexive process of knowing.  I was conscious of falling into the main 
criticism of Willis’s ethnographic approach which is chastised for being: 
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remarkably unreflective on his own situated position.  It is not so much his 
over-rapport as his failure to recognize and reflect, which is at fault.  
While acting as a spokesman and biographer he himself remains invisible 
in the accounts and text.  He is there yet is not there.  We never get any 
real sense of his presence as a critical social actor in the field. (Coffey 
1999: 30) 
As a researcher, it is my hope that I am not a “spokesman and biographer” but 
that my methods enable me to represent the world through the eyes of the 
participants.  My position as relatively close in age and of a different nationality 
places me in an interesting research position, though obviously participants 
perceived me as middle-class and possibly as part of the institution (see 5.4.3).  I 
am a white male; however students may not view me as having a social class 
status, as I am not their nationality.
62
  Research into identity work contains 
quandaries regarding reflexivity, particularly:  
how to maintain a reflexive and critical lens on identities and 
identifications within any one of the influential contexts for identity 
making without losing sight of the impact of other, even broader contexts 
such as the policy field, the nation state and even the global arena. (Reay 
2010: 281)   
Reflexivity is always a balancing act where the focus must be equally distributed 
between researcher and participants. 
 
Many sociologists, including Bourdieu, are critical of methodological imperialism 
yet methodology is essential as one cannot “disassociate the construction of the 
object from the instruments of construction of the object and their critique” 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 30). Bourdieu’s attention to reflexivity intends to 
counteract this.  In his analysis of his position as a researcher, Wacquant (2011) 
argues that one must go in “armed” with the knowledge of the: 
problematics inherited from your discipline, with your capacity for 
reflexivity and analysis, and guided by a constant effort, once you have 
passed the ordeal of initiation, to objectivize this experience and construct 
                                                 
62 I recognise that: “male ethnographers of young men’s schooling have systematically failed to acknowledge the implicit male knowledges, understandings 
and desires that we share with male research participants’ schooling biographies” (Mac an Ghaill 1994: 174). 
 138 
 
the object, instead of allowing yourself to be naively embraced and 
constructed by it. (87-88) 
Wacquant highlights the effect the research can have on the researcher which I 
consider an essential part of reflexivity. 
 
5.6    Trustworthiness of the data 
 
Researchers are aware that: “trustworthiness consists of four components: 
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (these are 
constructionist equivalents of internal and external validity, reliability and 
objectivity)” (Denzin 1998: 330).  As a researcher, I must acknowledge that the 
sampling is only fairly random.  Prior to the research the participants have been 
labelled and sorted into institutions by the state according to ability and 
behaviour.  Ideally, Crewell (1994) argues that: “[c]ategories emerge from 
informants, rather than are identified a priori by the researcher.  This emergence 
provides rich ‘context-bound’ information leading to patterns or theories that help 
explain a phenomenon” (7).  I needed to be aware of both the labelling imposed 
on the participants and also how this might influence my perception of them as 
analysis and interpretation of ethnographic data incorporate self-monitoring and 
reflection: “which require ethnographers to expose their own actions and 
interpretations in constant introspection, and all phases of research activity to 
continual questioning and re-evaluation” (Schensul, Schensul et al. 276).   
 
Trust is also essential to the ethnographic project.  Eisenhardt (2001: 18) argues 
that ethnography is founded on first-hand, personal involvement in the lives of 
people who are being studied where: “[a]nalysis of the data focuses on the 
identification of regular patterns of action and talk that characterize a group of 
people (authors).”  As a researcher it is essential that my conduct fosters a sense 
of trust and rapport amongst the participants where they perceive me as a: 
“neutral but interested adult” (McDowell 2001: 210).  Woods , who is known for 
his school-based ethnographies, asserts that to have trust a researcher and a 
participant would have to have a relationship: “that transcended the research, that 
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promoted a bond of friendship, a feeling of togetherness and joint pursuit of a 
common mission rising above personal egos” (63).  Ultimately, as an 
ethnographer, one becomes the most important research instrument “seeking to 
represent cultural forms as they are lived by their owners” (Woods 1986: 1, 6).63    
 
 
5.7     Ethical considerations 
 
Aull Davies (1999: 47) writes of two key problems in ethnography regarding 
informed consent; how to present research that is meaningful, and how to present 
research in which researchers may be uncertain from the outset of what they are 
going to find, as theoretical focus may shift depending on access, data and 
context. One of the main difficulties in my school-based ethnography was how to 
best present my research to the participants while not making reference to social 
class.  “We must remember that ‘class’ is always about more than simple social 
description, and that class labels are not just attempts to reflect the social world, 
but are also attempts to shape it,” writes Bottero (2009: 14).  For this reason, I 
needed to approach the discussion of social class carefully.  At no point did the 
boys know they were selected partially on their ‘working-class’ status as I 
strongly believe researchers need to be “sensitive to the cultural context or social 
meanings” (Schensul, Schensul et al. 1999: 155).  In order to avoid an ‘us’ versus 
‘him’ mentality, between participants and researcher, I did not wish to discuss 
‘class’ in the first focus group.  Bottero (2009) reminds us that, “‘Class’ is always 
about invidious comparison, and when people talk about ‘class’ their accounts 
often shift easily from social description, to social evaluation, to social abuse” 
(10).  Obviously, I was more interested in how my participants define themselves 
than in labels I could potentially impose upon them.   
 
Ethics can be defined as the “search for rules of conduct that enable us to operate 
defensibly in the political contexts in which we have to conduct educational 
research” (Simons 1996).  As research is conducted in various contexts, no rules 
                                                 
63 Ethnography can occasionally encounter criticism for emphasizing the youthful attributes of a particular group while underplaying the interconnectedness of 
these youth groups with the social world of adults in a myriad of related contexts. 
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or principles are context-free and, therefore, there is an ongoing deliberation and 
value-questioning informing the research, which leads to a debate between the 
relativist and the absolutist ethical positions.  In ethnographic research, two key 
decisions need to be made: the extent of involvement in the group under study 
and the amount of information that the sociologist gives the group about their 
research.  Such were my two key considerations in designing this multiple case-
study.  Ethnography works on the assumption that the more the researcher 
becomes involved with the group, the greater the chances of attaining in-depth 
information.  However, differences in age and origin will restrict me even when 
adopting a non-participant observational approach.   
 
The primary ethical tension between the pursuit of truth and respect for 
participants’ rights often leads the researcher to fail to see the moral dimensions 
of what he or she is doing or risk applying one principle for the sake of another 
(Pollard 1987).  Absolutists adhere to the principle of informed consent.  
Relativists, who may be informed by ‘hard constructionism,’ consider that 
nothing is absolute and that their conscience is the judge.  Eisenhardt asserts that: 
“competing ethical issues arise when a goal of the research is to bring about 
positive change” (2001: 19).  Privacy and confidentiality are built into the 
research design (Table 3: Stage 3 and 5), and the right to withdraw at any point 
was respected.   
 
Prior to my intended study, a number of requirements were met; as there are many 
ethical implications in any research in which data is gathered and transformed 
into texts for public consumption (BSA 2002; BERA 2011).  This is especially 
pertinent since some of the participants were only 14-15 years of age, that is, 
below the legal requirement.   
 
5.8   Conclusion 
 
Entitled ‘listening to young men’s voices,’ this chapter has sought to outline my 
qualitative methodological rationale and how the research was conducted.  
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Through the use of various methods, my goal was to ‘listen’ to what these young 
men had to say.  In understanding their ‘voices,’ and how their voices are shaped, 
I attempted to articulate how the white working-class were positioned within the 
community and how the three different schools sites varied as institutions. The 
next two chapters will discuss the data in which I analyse specific trends. 
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Part III: Analysis: Themes and Subjectivities 
 
Chapter 6 – Egalitarianism and the achievement ideology  
 
Incredibly complex and multi-faceted, the social world is where: “appropriations 
and reinventions are tied to the meaning-making processes (phenomenology) 
young people apply to the world as they engage in the interpretation of the 
everyday city life (hermeneutics)…” (Dillabough and Kennelly 2010: 51).  As 
social groups are a complex phenomenon, Hallsworth and Young (2008) argue 
they require examination that is “sensitive to the intersection of cultural, political 
and economic forces at play in its construction” where an effort is made to 
recognize and understand the “symbolic processes of meaningful construction in 
which its members engage” (186).  In the analysis of the data, I intend to explore 
how social structures shape agents’ subjectivities and how the habitus of 
individuals “resist and succumb to inertial pressure of structural forces” 
(MacLeod 2009: 139).  As opposed to treating white working-class boys as 
undifferentiated monoliths, I make every effort to analyse individual and group 
praxes.  
 
It is clear that prevailing social arrangements and patterns of culture within 
schools remain largely oppressive for working-class students. My work intends to 
move beyond structuralist accounts, as “class inequalities can no longer be 
conceived simply in structural terms” for these inequalities: “are made and 
remade at the micro level, in and through innumerable everyday practices” (Reay 
2004c: 1019).  In discussing classed, gendered and ethnic identities, I attempt to 
make tenuous links to ‘fixed’ and ‘fluid’ identities as the boys subjectivities 
enable us to understand how they locate themselves “as subjects within complex 
social and cultural networks and sites” (Burke 2009: 84).  I consider the boys’ 
accounts a partial construction rather than a reflection of their true experiences.  
Furthermore, I explore the boys’ habitus as a nexus of social and learner 
identities.  In my analysis of their subjectivities and learner identities, emergent 
themes from the seven stages of data collection (Table 3) will be discussed. 
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In my analysis of how dispositions and pre-dispositions are formed, I will 
consider the dialectic of competing fields on individual habitus, explore collective 
habitus (Nash 1990: 434), and question the role masculinity plays within the 
habitus (Coles 2009).  By considering these factors, I hope to expand my 
understanding of contradictory demands and the complex interweaving of 
categories available in a number of discourses, the emotional meaning 
participants attach to these categories, and the stories/narratives/myths through 
which they make sense of these discourses (Davies 1989: 230).  In reference to 
the pervasive neoliberal rhetoric, I will borrow MacLeod’s (2009: 3) terminology 
of what he calls the ‘achievement ideology,’ which is the central narrative of the 
institutional habitus at each school site.  The achievement ideology refers to the 
social perspective that sees society as open, fair and full of opportunity, where 
success is based on merit and where education ensures equality of opportunity.  
Each school site espoused the rhetoric that gaining good grades would lead to a 
successful job.   Through analysing interactions between the habitus and 
economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital, I intend to consider how the 
value afforded to different forms of capital is largely dependent upon the extent to 
which capitals are recognized as symbolically legitimate (Skeggs 2004b).   
 
Bourdieu wanted habitus to be applied to empirical contexts.  Given its 
versatility, it should be noted that there are nuanced differences (and different 
wordings) in how habitus has been operationalized and used as a theoretical tool 
in empirical work on identity.  Archer and Francis (2005; 2006) focus on 
‘narratives’ in the habitus (personal and collective narratives which are 
historically constituted). Archer et al. (2007; 2007) analysed ‘components,’ 
‘elements’ and ‘performances.’ Skeggs’ (2004b) work focuses on the generative 
capacity of the habitus and how it seeks to accrue value and also symbolic power. 
Lareau (1987; 1999) examines the cultural capital and educational expectations as 
part of habitus, while Reay’s work uses the terminology of ‘dispositions’ and 
accounts for the permeability of habitus (2004b), institutional habitus (1998a), as 
well as adapting the habitus to focus on individual subjectivities and social 
positioning (Reay 1998b).  In my use of the tool of habitus I consider specific 
narratives structuring the disposition(s) of the boys. 
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Habitus enables me to explore the tensions between class, gender and ethnicity in 
the contrasting fields of school life and family life.  The discussion will analyse 
the interplay between individual habitus and institutional habitus.   As a result of 
the disjuncture between school and family life, I note that the data set contains 
certain interwoven paradoxes and contradictions and that these further reveal the 
complexity of the social and learner identity work the boys undertake, specifically 
in regard to their identity construction in relation to the achievement ideology.  
The habitus is permeable and therefore influenced by the neoliberal ideology of 
the school ethos, yet it is durable, simultaneously resisting these influences.  
These chapters aim to explore the boys’ internalized patterns of thought and 
behaviour, their habitus, the boys’ positioning and subjectivities.   
 
6.1       Egalitarianism and the habitus 
 
Bourdieu’s conceptual framework emphasizes agency and structure as well as the 
individual and the collective.  Habitus was developed by Bourdieu, to 
demonstrate “the ways in which not only is the body in the social world, but also 
the ways in which the social world is in the body” (Reay 2004b: 432). I will use 
habitus, the “embodied dispositions” (Nash 1990) that are “inculcated by 
everyday experiences within the family, the peer group and the school” (Mills 
2008: 80), to show how a logic of practice is created (Bourdieu and Wacquant 
1992: 39).  The schools serve a “productive locus” which gives rise to “certain 
patterns of thought” (Nash 1990: 435).  Furthermore, the interaction between the 
habitus and the educational fields “translated into widely differing possibilities 
and options” for my participants (Reay 1998b: 67).  The tension between habitus 
and field is where identity is formed (Reay 2010).  Habitus is both a tool and 
what – to an extent – is actually being studied.  White working-class boys acquire 
their habitus through a socialization process which reflects central structural 
elements (kinship rules, masculine virtues, etc.) and, therefore, they behave in 
ways which reproduce these structural elements.   
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In the data I found the boys’ habitus centred on the concept of what I eventually 
called egalitarianism – where the boys want to ‘fit in’, where everyone has an 
‘equal say in the world’ and where ‘no one is better than anyone else’ or ‘above 
their station’ (Lawler 1999; Reay 1999a; Archer and Leathwood 2003).  As a 
central narrative in the habitus, egalitarianism became an axis that both social and 
learner identities were shaped upon.   
 
For the boys in this study, egalitarianism in the habitus represents an 
internalization of objective structures but it is also shaped by the external 
forces/structures of the school.  Through the data, I will attempt to show how 
egalitarianism is a result of conflict and disjuncture between the school and the 
family where there is a lower degree of synergy between the boys’ habitus and the 
institutional habitus.  Egalitarianism was also a central narrative in the boys’ 
family culture.  Christ and Wang (2008) argue that the habitus of students is 
“activated, reinforced, or transformed” (181) through the school’s procedural 
practices.  While these processes played a role to different degrees, my data 
reveals how egalitarianism within the habitus serves as both a central narrative 
and a mediating force between the expectations of the school and values in the 
home.   
 
The boys’ egalitarianism is a counter-habitus to the neo-liberal ideology.  While 
each participant experienced school differently, and drew on different discourses, 
egalitarianism was particularly salient in the data relating to both gender and 
class.  Primarily the egalitarianism I am exploring is in the all-male white peer 
group.  I am not making the argument that egalitarianism necessarily influences 
how the boys interact with boys or girls from other ethnic backgrounds or girls of 
the same ethnicity, but rather I am considering egalitarianism in the all-white, all-
male peer group.  Egalitarianism becomes a process of reconciling aspirations 
with current social and economic inequalities.  In the analysis of egalitarianism as 
a central narrative in the habitus, it is important to bear in mind the habitus is: 
“mental structures through which they apprehend the social world, are essentially 
a product of that world” (Bourdieu 1989: 18).  Within the habitus, dispositions 
tend to be adjusted and agents tend to perceive the world as natural and to accept 
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it much more readily (ibid).  Functioning between positions and practices, habitus 
enables the social world to be read and understood. 
 
As a theme in the data, egalitarianism was multi-faceted and in the following 
chapters I intend to explore how it presented itself in a variety of ways including: 
denial of the hegemonic male, loyalty to self, the process of othering, social class 
identification and conceptions of power.  I draw on intersectional questioning in 
my analysis of egalitarianism as the boys’ conception of masculinity, and the role 
masculinity plays in the habitus (Coles 2009), also furthers my understanding of 
how identity is constructed.  Egalitarianism is a pervasive element within the 
habitus that (partially) shapes the formation of the habitus and also its interactions 
within the educational field.  First, I will explore egalitarianism within gender 
identity and through my participants’ reluctance to acknowledge a dominant or 
hegemonic male in their peer group and within the wider school culture, 
specifically in the school sites of London Academy and PRU.  An unexpected 
finding, egalitarianism surfaced in many areas of the research and I will draw on 
data from across the interviews, focus groups and visual methods.  
 
Hegemonic Masculinity 
 
While the diversity of masculinities is well established, most gender theorists 
recognize a hegemonic masculinity that is built on the subordination of others 
(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).  I was interested in the boys identifying a 
leader in their peer group, or, more specifically, their willingness to identify a 
leader in their peer group.  Despite being asked at multiple points throughout the 
seven stages of fieldwork, the boys did not verbally recognise a dominant male or 
a dominant form of masculinity within the school culture or peer group.   
 
Do you think like within your year group or the school there’s like a lead 
boy?   
  No, no one thinks like that. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Do you think in the school there is like some sort of lead boy?  Dominant 
male type character.  Like your year group? 
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  No, not really.  All equal. (Lewis, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Who do you think the lead boy is in the school?   
  No.  None of us look up to anyone, we’re just a group of lads. (Ryan, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Do you think this school has a lead dominant male student?  Do you think 
there’s like a leader in the group? 
  No one. 
Evenly dispersed? 
  Well, there’s no leader. (Greg, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Who do you think the lead boy is in the school?   
  No one is dominant like… I think everyone is the same.  Everyone has got 
their own opinion about people and no one listens and does what other 
people say – it’s basically your own free will, ain’t it? (Alfie, Year 11, 
PRU) 
 
Through the observation process I witnessed the dynamics of hegemonic 
masculinity in the classrooms and corridors of each school site.  There were 
clearly leaders in both the peer group and the wider school population.  The 
leaders’ ‘popularity’ was established along gender-based performances of ‘doing 
boy,’ which have been previously documented such as: being sporty, the ‘cheeky 
chaps,’ ease with mixed-sex interaction, etc. (Francis, Skelton et al. 2010).  To 
address one example from the PRU field notes I conducted many observations of 
a Maths lesson where Greg and Alfie were consistently trying to establish 
themselves in a position of dominance. These two boys competed for this position 
alongside another student, Andre, and engaged in behaviours where they 
discouraged other students from participating and attempting to complete the 
work.  In establishing this hegemonic masculinity, the first few minutes of the 
lesson were crucial moments during which the boys disempowered the teacher 
through reluctance to sit down and engage. In his analysis of masculine 
domination, Bourdieu does not argue for a fixed notion of selfhood but rather a 
“highly constrained individual” who does not choose whether to dominate or not  
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(Dillabough 2004: 495). I would argue that Greg and Alfie were not always aware 
of their attempts to dominate the social space. 
 
Despite some of the boys engaging in behaviour that worked to establish their 
dominance within the peer group or amongst the pupils in the lesson, we will see 
how they value the dispositions centred on the sentiments ‘No one is better than 
anyone else’ and ‘not being ‘above their station.’  In their social identities, the 
boys were equally reluctant to acknowledge a leader, for to do so would reveal 
their own subjugation: 
 
So on a Saturday you go out with Ryan and Liam would someone take a 
leadership role or not really? 
  Not really.  Like we all just do like the same thing, but if someone goes 
like ‘let’s go over there’ or ‘lets go Wimpy’ or something like that …  
You go with the best suggestion? 
  Yea.  Basically something like that, yea. 
Who do you think the lead boy is in the school?   
  No, there’s no one like that. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Who’s the dominant character? 
  Um…I’m not sure ‘cause we all play a big part…not a big part but we all 
speak out and all that.  We’re practically all the same as equal and all 
that. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Wedgwood (2009) argues “the concept of hegemonic masculinity has been over-
utilised, or rather, overemphasised” in asserting a “new form of sociological 
determinism” (335).  Analysing hegemonic masculinity from a psychological 
perspective, Wetherall and Edley’s (1999) work with Open University students of 
diverse backgrounds, found significant problems with the conceptual tool.  In 
their study, they found men very rarely associated with a masculine imaginary 
position and argued it was not the principle method by which men constructed 
themselves as masculine. Instead, their participants sought to identify with the 
ordinary, or Mr. Average, and resisted the ultra-masculine risk-infused 
stereotypes (Wetherall and Edley 1999: 350).  The identification with Mr. 
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Average could also represent a shift in the hegemonic to a less masculine form of 
hegemonic masculinity.  Arguably, the rejection of the hyper-masculine 
hegemonic (or a hegemonic in general) could be construed as a sanction for new 
social practices or a process of justifying autonomy from social conventions 
(ibid).  In terms of the learner identity in the classroom, the hegemonic in this 
study was the ‘ordinary’ and ‘average’ student (see sections 6.1.3 and 6.1.4) and 
my participants wanted to embody this identity.  The denial of a hegemonic, and 
the disposition toward ‘average-ness’, I would argue, was a way in which 
egalitarianism, as part of a counter-habitus, was re-affirmed.   
 
However, we cannot discount the power of the field to influence the habitus and 
also constructions of masculinity.  I found at World School, where there was a 
much more authoritative teaching style and a higher percentage of boys in each 
year group, each of the four participants interviewed identified a clear hegemonic 
male.  This finding complements the work of Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 
(2003) who studied how, when pedagogical practices focus on “a hegemonic 
masculinist style based on authoritarian, ‘discipline and punish’ performances ,” 
there is a significant influence on: “student-teacher relations and hierarchies of 
domination” (208).  There exists a relationship here between educational practices 
that focus on control and regulation and gender practices that promote dominance 
and subordination (ibid).  Calum, Ronnie and Ben, who all attend World School, 
articulate this well: 
 
Do you feel your year group has like a lead boy? 
  I would love to say me but it is not me.  The head boy in our year. 
Is it the head boy like the head boy or is he a head boy…like someone who 
is actually kind of powerful. 
  Yea, I’d say they’re pretty strong but they never fight.  They never have 
fights.  I went to primary school with him and yea I’d say he’s top dog of 
this school. (Calum, Year 10, World School) 
 
Does your year group have like a lead boy? 
  There’s a couple.  They’re friends and they dominate the year [group] 
together – but it doesn’t seem to be working. 
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Ok – why doesn’t it seem to be working? 
  ‘Cause most of the people in our school have been brought up in rough 
areas so therefore they know how to handle themself.  Therefore they don’t 
take no crap from no one. (Ronnie, Year 10, World School) 
 
[In reference to a dominant male] Does it change? 
  Yea, it does change per lesson.  Sometimes there is and sometimes there 
ain’t.  Depends on what lesson you’re in. (Ben, Year 10, World School) 
 
This data shows that while egalitarianism was still very much a central narrative 
in the boys’ habitus, the field of the school (which was authoritative) pushed the 
World School participants to draw upon masculinity within their habitus with a 
focus on domination.  Post-structuralist theorizing of masculinities has shaped the 
masculinity literature with an emphasis on fluidity and social construction 
(Connell 2005), but more attention needs to be paid to the strategies men use to 
negotiate masculinities in various fields they encounter.  Habitus, and the use of 
intersectional questioning, supplies an interesting theoretical framework to 
explore questions regarding how gender, class or ethnicity work and how they 
may be influenced by the field.   
 
Coles’s (2009) scholarship attempts to show how habitus reveals the process by 
which men negotiate masculinity, especially in considering masculinity as an 
unconscious strategy within the habitus (39).  However, Coles does not 
recognizes the more significant questions of how gender is weighted within the 
habitus, how certain elements of gender could be operationalized as a capital and 
the interplay between classed and gendered identities.  By exploring masculinity 
through a binary of dominance and subordination, there is little room to consider 
how egalitarianism could influence gender identity.  In considering the field of 
masculinity, Coles asserts:  
Within the field of masculinity, there are sites of domination and 
subordination, orthodoxy (maintaining the status quo) and heterodoxy 
(seeking change), submission and usurpation. Individuals, groups, and 
organizations struggle to lay claim to the legitimacy of specific capital 
within the field of masculinity. Those in dominant positions strive to 
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conserve the status quo by monopolizing definitions of masculinity and the 
value and distribution of capital, while subordinate challengers look to 
subversive strategies, thus generating flux and mechanisms for change. 
(36) 
Bourdieu defines fields as domains of power where there is often struggle and 
constant change.  While there may be elements of domination and subordination 
in the field, Bourdieu avoids establishing a binary between “dominant and 
subordinate masculinities” (39), which must change dramatically depending on 
the field. I recognize the importance of symbolic good or capitals within fields, 
and how these can be gendered.64  However, it is important to note that my 
participants, wherever they were on the masculinity dominance-subordination 
continuum at London Academy and the PRU, consistently articulated a lack of 
hegemonic and dominant masculinity in their school peer group.  However, this 
expression does not mean that hegemonic or dominant males are non-existent as 
seen in the data on World School where I argue the field plays an essential role .  
For the majority of the participant it could be argued that the construction of their 
egalitarian habitus, which is arguably an essential part of the construction of their 
working-class identities, serves as a barrier to openly acknowledging a hegemonic 
male. 
 
As a central discourse in the habitus, egalitarianism is a product of the creative 
and inventive capacity of the habitus as, in accordance with Bourdieu’s theory, 
habitus also has a structuring force (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).  Bourdieu 
(1992) reminds us that the “[h]abitus contributes to constituting the field as a 
meaningful world, a world endowed with sense and value, in which it is worth 
investing one’s energy” (127).  I would make the argument that egalitarianism, as 
a strategy to address the tension between the competing fields of the school and 
the home as well as the tension between social and learner identities, is how the 
boys make the world meaningful.  Egalitarianism is how they create a sense of 
value and how they gain a sense of where to invest their energies as, ultimately, 
egalitarianism is how they adjust “virtualities, potentialities, eventualities” within 
their social space (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 135).  For the white working-
                                                 
64 Coles discusses physical capital (muscles, low body fat) as the ideal, whilst in this study the disaffected student was frequently the hegemonic ideal. 
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class boys in this study, egalitarianism influences their subjectivities, their 
identity work, and how they engage in school.  Egalitarianism is a part of their 
social and learner identities and contributes to the way in which they make sense 
of their own positionality within the peer group as well as the school contexts. 
 
6.2    Loyalty to self: ‘I don’t try to act like something I’m not’ 
Loyalty to Self 
 
Integral to the identity formation of the working-class boys in this study was the 
consistent references, both through interviews and visual methodology, to the 
participants’ discomfort in acting like something they were not.  ‘Loyalty to self,’ 
which was deeply engrained in the habitus, became another way of expressing the 
egalitarian narrative.  Furthermore ‘loyalty to self’ had inflections of authenticity 
as well as dignity, centred upon “high ethical standards of honour, loyalty and 
caring” (Skeggs 2004b: 88)  These standards have been well documented aspects 
of working-class communities, specifically with white working-class women in 
the north of England (Skeggs 2004b), and especially with youth cultures in the 
face of de-industrialization (Brann-Barrett 2011).  ‘Being yourself’ was 
consistently revered; adopting a false identity was consistently detested.  In 
response to the question: ‘how do you want people to see you?’ the boys 
responded: 
 
Someone that can take a laugh, someone who’s not going to be annoying, 
not someone who thinks I’m something that I’m not. (Tommy B, Year 11, 
London Academy) 
 
Like how I am.  I’m not like…how I act.  I don’t try and copy anyone.  Just 
be yourself. (Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Just for what I am.  I don’t try to act like something I’m not. (Tom F, Year 
11, London Academy) 
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Obviously I want people to like respect me for who I am.  That’s what I 
want for people, that’s what I want from anyone.  Respect me for who I 
am. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
I don’t want them to see me as a certain person, I just want them to see me 
as who I am.  Just for who I am, innit.  Like me trying to act like someone 
… like a personality.  I’m my own person.  I don’t follow no one, innit, I’m 
just by myself. (Alfie, Year 11, PRU) 
 
I just want people to see me for like me.  If you get what I’m saying…I 
dunno like…I don’t want to be seen for something I’m not.  (George G, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
‘Loyalty to self’ has an influence on how the boys construct their learner 
identities in the school environment.  To perform an identity they saw as 
inauthentic, for their identity to be fluid, was an affront to both masculine and 
classed identities enacted in the classroom (see 6.1.3).  The dexterity of identity 
shifting, as a capital, has been noted in numerous studies regarding engagement in 
the classroom, such as Prudence Carter’s work (2006) with ‘cultural straddlers’ 
and Wilkins’s (2011) small case study work on dexterity and code-switching 
between learner identity and social identity among a group of boys.   
 
The difficulties that arise in operating at the boundary of different fields suggest 
that, in order to be successful, my participants must continue to reduce their 
affiliation to a working-class identity.  Reay et al. (2009) assert that the high-
achieving working-class students at an elite university: “displayed the ability to 
successfully move across two very different fields with what are seen to be 
classically middle-class academic dispositions, a versatility that most had begun 
to develop in early schooling” (1105).  The dialectic between institutional habitus 
of the school and boys’ habitus is crucial to understanding the identity work and 
dexterity of working-class students.  In her work on white working-class boys, 
Ingram (2011) found the institutional habitus had the capacity to develop 
versatility with her participants, but versatility did not always foster reflexivity or 
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the ability to shift effortlessly between fields (300). In considering social and 
learner identities, Charlie and Ryan say: 
 
Do you want people outside of school to see you in a different way than in 
school? 
No, I want them to all be the same way.  I’m not two-faced. (Charlie M., 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Do you act different outside of school than you do inside of school? 
Yea. 
How so? 
In school I’m much better behaved. 
So you’d say you’re more yourself… 
Outside, yea. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Charlie wants to be seen as the ‘same’ while Ryan recognizes the ability to be 
fluid and adopt better behaviour that is conducive to his learning.  Even though it 
may not influence Charlie as much as some of the other boys in the study, his 
resistance to enacting a ‘good’ learner identity is usually relayed through 
expressions of frustration, as he does want, at least, to meet the minimum 
standard.  Ryan, in contrast, verbalises that he is much better behaved.  However, 
some members of staff would have disagreed.  ‘Loyalty to self’ also influences 
their friendship groups where the boys gauge whether other boys are genuine and 
do not exhibit any ‘two-faced’ or ‘snake’ behaviour. 
 
Think of your friends, think of the qualities your friends have, what kind 
of people do you get on with?  
People like me that ain’t showy and that.  People that don’t mind and that 
they’ll do anything. (Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What irritates you? 
Snakes.  When they just talk behind your back.  One of my mates, I thought 
I could trust him and I told him a lot of stuff.  He goes to this school, I’m 
not going to say his name.  (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 155 
 
 
In school, what other students do you get on with?  
Basically I just hang around with all the other average kids.  We just go 
play football together, go sit down behind the library outside…sit there 
and talk. 
What irritates you? 
Like people like – they’ll be fine to your face but then they’ll go around 
your back and start chatting a load of crap. (Charlie M, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
According to Sayer (2005), classed boundaries are constructed along three main 
lines: aesthetic (taste, clothing and appearance), performative (regarding 
behaviour and performance), and moral (regarding values), though, of course, 
there is considerable overlap.  ‘Loyalty to self’ is how the boys resist what they 
see as performativity.  Furthermore, ‘loyalty to self’ relates directly to identity 
work that burdens working-class boys in schooling, in so far as it leads to the: 
“habitus divided against itself” (Bourdieu, Accadro et al. 1993: 511).  Building 
on Bourdieu, Ingram (2011) uses the words ‘pushed’ and ‘pulled’ to explore the 
competing dispositions within the habitus of white working-class boys in 
different school sites.  As a component of egalitarianism, ‘loyalty to self’ has 
powerful implications when we consider white working-class boys’ identity as 
they experience push and pull elements when they enter school that make them, 
as we shall see in the next section, reject identities they see as false or 
inauthentic.   
 
Othering Emos 
 
In analysing the identity work of white working-class boys, we must consider 
how identity is constructed in relation to the Other or in: “relation to what it is 
not, to precisely what it lacks” (Hall 1996: 4).   Weis, Fine et al. (1997) write: 
“unorganized and angry, my data indicates that white working-class boys and 
men consistently displace their rage toward historically and locally available 
groups” (66).  While this work risks homogenizing white working-class boys, the 
process of ‘othering’ is an essential practice of identity formation which has been 
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noted in gender (Mills and Lingard 1997; Renold 2004) as well as class-based 
work (Sayer 2005; Weis 2008; Hollingworth and Williams 2009).  Often 
‘othering’ can be performed or enacted through engagement with hyper-
masculinity, homophobia and misogyny and it is an investment in an action that 
serves multiple functions: enhanced heterosexual reputation, surveillance, 
distancing from the feminine and subjugation of the Other (Dalley-Trim 2007).  
Clearly these practices have intra-group salience in the wider social space and 
consequences in classroom environments (ibid).   
 
The discussion of ‘othering’ occurred when the boys were confronted with a 
picture of the ‘Emo’.65  Emos, who my participants strongly disliked, were a 
noticeable part of the South London locale.66  Emos represent certain dispositions 
which conflict with my participants’ habitus, specifically the performance of 
individuality and a desire to break away from acceptable normative masculinity 
construction.  The white working-class male habitus I studied is centred on a 
disposition toward ‘sameness,’ ‘inclusivity’ and not ‘standing out’.  The desire 
for ‘sameness,’ loyalty and solidarity has also been noted in other ethnographic 
studies of working-class males (cf. Willmott 1966; Winlow 2001; MacLeod 2009: 
129).67  
 
 
                                                 
65 Emos are characterized as ‘new goths’ with dark dress and certain heavy metal musical preference.  There are many stereotypes regarding self-harm 
associated with Emos. Peters (2010) writes: "Emo boys are like the mods of the millennium: black hair; sweeping, dramatic bangs; heavy eyeliner, and tailored 
clothing. They are post-1980s androgynous young men, like skater boys with more fashion-forward style, like hyperstylized almost-punkers." (129) 
66 Where their stylistic preferences are arguably examples of the late modern lifestyles in which notions of identity are `constructed' rather than `given', and 
`fluid' rather than `fixed' (Bennett 2010). 
67 In ‘Ain’t No Making it’ MacLeod (2009) Slick says: “How do you think they got ric h?  By fucking people over.  We don’t do that to each 
other.  We’re too fucking tight.  We’re a group.  We don’t think like them.  We think for all of us.” (129)  
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Picture 1 – Masculinity Variations Section: Picture 16 
 
The majority of my participants, in order to establish their identity boundaries, 
engaged in a process of ‘othering’ the Emos.  Examining image number 16, the 
boys made some emotive observations.  Several responses, which represent what 
the majority of the boys articulated, were: 
 
They just exclude themselves from everything.  (Alen, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Because it’s not like me….Yea, it’s the opposite of me. (Georgie H, Year 
10, London Academy) 
 
They’re killing themselves, slitting their wrists and that.  They’re idiots.  
They’re a bit stressful.  They’re donuts.  Seriously, I don’t like ‘em. I hate 
‘em. 
There are quite a few Emos around the Boremund area. 
Yea, I know.  I don’t like ‘em.  I hate ‘em.  They’re into weird music.  They 
talk to the dead.  Just weird things like that.  I don’t like ‘em.  I hate ‘em. 
(Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
I don’t really like Emos… 
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They’re plentiful in this area aren’t they….  
Got one in this school.  He wears wristbands to cover them up on his 
wrists.  Why would you want to cut yourself? (Thomas B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Why 16? 
‘Cause he looks like a right scallard. 
Why do you say that – because he’s an Emo? 
Just looks like a right cock. (Jake, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Thornton (1995) reminds us: “[d]istinctions are never just assertions of equal 
difference; they usually entail some claim to authority and presume the inferiority 
of others” (10).  The participants’ reaction to the Emos helps to illustrate how 
egalitarianism works as a disposition within the habitus.  The Emos blur gender 
and reject normative masculinity (Peters 2010); and my participants’ rejection is 
often verbalized through gender or sexuality.  While they do see the Emos as 
embodying a specific model of masculinity, the othering is primarily focused on 
their individualized performativity and self-exclusion.   
 
The habitus of the boys in my study is focused on the collective, the ‘we.’  As has 
been argued by Skeggs (2002), the working-classes are more likely to want to ‘fit 
in’ rather than stand out within their peer group.  This disposition is part of both 
the learner and social identity where research into secondary schools and 
transition has revealed working-class children’s desire to avoid standing out as 
different (Reay and Lucey 2000a).  I would argue that the desire to ‘fit in,’ to be 
part of a collective ‘we’, is inculcated in the primary habitus of working-class 
family life.  Emos, by electing to (actively) perform their identity, embody a 
project of an ‘individualized self,’ the ‘I’.  My participants see Emos as ‘acting 
like something they’re not’ or performing an inauthentic identity.   
 
By the Emos disassociating themselves from the white working-class Boremund 
boy image, my participants consider their self-selection an affront to their own 
identity.  Established in the social world, the habitus must not be considered in 
isolation.  As I have already argued, egalitarianism is not simply shaped by the 
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field – but rather the tension and contestation between the field of the school and 
the field of the home and family life.  However, the habitus, as generative, is also 
shaped through a process of ‘othering.’  Being an Emo is about actively creating 
difference as opposed to creating ‘sameness’ or ordinariness, which the white 
working-class boys from this part of London hold in high regard.  Through the 
process of ‘othering’ the Emos, my participants reaffirm their habitus.   
 
Inverting the Normative 
 
Bourdieu (1989) writes that the: “representations of agents vary with their 
position (and with the interest associated with it) and with their habitus, as a 
system of schemes of perception and appreciation of practices” (19) . Therefore, 
habitus is both a system of schemes of production of practices and a system of 
perception and appreciation of practices (ibid).  Extending our understanding of 
egalitarianism and how the boys’ are highly affected by what they see as a 
‘disloyalty to self’, the picture below irritated and alarmed many of the boys 
because the Caucasian males, in their eyes, performed the behaviour that they 
view as counter-ethnic and counter-normative: 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 2 – Masculinity Variations Section: Picture 6 
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Why number 6? 
Um – I don’t think they know what they’re doing. 
Yea, clearly some drunken night out, but what’s your reading about what’s 
happening in the picture? 
They’re trying to do something that isn’t working. 
You noticed the P’s they’re making. 
Yea, gang sign. 
Yea, when clearly they quite far from that sort of lifestyle.  Do you think 
they’re mocking it? 
They’re mocking it, trying to do it. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
We can see from Luke that the act the boys are engaged in just ‘isn’t working’.  
The picture represents a prime example of trying to be something they are not; the 
white boys in the picture could never be in a Peckham gang (as represented the P 
symbol they are making with their hands) and their actions are therefore, in the 
mind of the white working-class boy, disloyal to oneself. 
 
That’s actually really weird because they’re both… they look like proper 
idiots.  He’s doing that which is the Peckham sign…ya… 
And clearly… 
He doesn’t look like he should be in Peckham.  
No.  No.  I’ve kinda noticed that with people your age – pretending to be 
something you’re not is kinda not a good thing… 
Yea, that’s true. (Calum, Year 11, World School) 
 
Because the way they’re acting, one day they’re going to end up getting 
hurt because that guy’s got the PK sign.  And this guy.  If they were 
walking around the street there they would probably end up getting 
stabbed. 
Do you think they’re putting on a bit of a show?  
Yea. (Alfie, Year 11, World School) 
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Within my case study, these young white males do not generally emulate ‘hard’ 
black masculinities (Sewell 1997) and in many ways their ‘hard-ness’ centres 
around the performance of ambivalence (cf. Marks 2003).68  During the school 
day the participants in this study were not often visibly tough or angry; instead 
they engaged in behaviours that would be labelled as apathetic by school staff.  I 
would argue conceptions of ambivalence and apathy is ethnic identity work.  
Preston (2010) reminds us that, “Rather than being ‘born white’, whiteness has to 
be made…” (335) and re-made; it is enacted and performed.  Preston argues: 
Ultimately, the overcoming and simultaneous re-inscribing of whiteness 
requires whiteness to be written against the ‘other’. This can be considered 
to be a non-intersectionality, or perhaps deterritorialization, rather than an 
intersectionality in that, through corporeal transcendence, whiteness is 
both reinforced and nullified. (335-336) 
So while the boys object to Image number 6 because it inverts the normalization 
of their whiteness, it is also an image that ‘deterritorializes’ boundaries they see 
as highly important to their social identity construction.  The boys in the image 
are mocking an ‘other’ and the photo becomes an intermeshing of class, gender 
and ethnic work where the ‘loyalty to self’, the loyalty to perceptions of what one 
actually is, is being transgressed in a purposeful and performative manner.  There 
is a complement here with the next photo where a young male, who dresses in a 
very similar fashion to the majority of boys in this study, actively performs for 
the camera.   
 
                                                 
68 One has only to examine their music tastes to see ‘ethnic’ work in action.  Even though the boys listened to rap, the boys in my study did not ‘act black’ like 
Nayak’s ‘B-Boyz’ (2003c) or become ‘white wannabes’ (Sewell 1997) although such pretence does sometimes occur in parts of South London, like in the 
North East (Bennett 2001; 2002).   Whilst I did not find examples of racism in my data, the boys were quick to inform that they typically only interacted with 
students from other ethnicities at school and not in the wider community. In discussions of gangs, the boys in my study often felt gangs were a non-white 
phenomenon.   
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Picture 3 – Working-class Masculinities Section: Picture 2 
 
Ok, why number 2? 
He’s just a donut, isn’t he? 
Why is he doing that?  He’s not just a donut – it’s more complicated than 
that.   
He wants to touch him up for being rich. 
Fair enough, do you agree with that? 
Yea, he looks like a little tramp with his Umbro. 
[laughter] 
Because his hand his down his trousers? 
Yea.  Yea, he’s busting his… 
Slightly sexual connotation to it. 
Yea. (Liam, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
‘Cause its just…he’s looking for trouble, number2, for no reason. 
He clearly knows there’s a camera and he’s showing off.  
Yea, that man with the suit probably has done nothing wrong.  Probably 
looking for trouble. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
 163 
 
Now this is a famous photo from the newspaper from a couple of years 
back.  Before David Cameron was Prime Minister.  What’s your reading of 
what’s going on? 
He’s just acting like an idiot. 
Yes, clearly.  Clearly he’s acting like an idiot for what reason?  
Having his hands down his nuts, then putting a gun sign up. (Tommy B, 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
As Skeggs (2004a) argues, class can be envisaged not simply as an individual’s 
access to resources, but also in terms of how those resources (including 
representations of class) are valued by others (and created through processes of 
classification and judgement).  Therefore, the responses to Image number 6 and 
number 2 illustrate a class articulation as my participants shape their own sense of 
class, and their class subjectivities, through their analysis of the class of others 
(Bourdieu 1989: 19).  I recognize that the participants were young, and perhaps 
lacking the skills to articulate class; however, that does not necessarily mean that 
their “class antennae” (Sayer 2005: 15) were not attuned.69  I would argue that the 
boys perceive the ‘showy’ or ‘poser’ nature in Picture 3 provokes the boys to 
respond in this way.  ‘Showing off’ and drawing attention to oneself conflicts 
with egalitarianism which is about ‘fitting in,’ where ‘no one is better than 
anyone else.’ 
 
An ‘Able’ Learner Identity 
 
While I have explored how egalitarianism plays a role in the boys’ identity 
construction in a variety of ways, I wish to consider its position in the 
construction of learner identities.  In regard to learner identities, we must consider 
these processes as both masculine identity formation and class-based identity 
formation and how they influence engagement with educational processes.  
Regardless of the school site and school ethos, the overwhelming majority (16 
participants) self-identified as able students and the ones who were more hesitant 
said they struggled in some lessons but were ‘able’ overall.  Identifying 
                                                 
69 Interestingly none of the boys made explicit reference to the image of David Cameron. 
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themselves as ‘able’ was not dependent on ability setting or the school site  and 
was arguably an effort to ‘save face’.70  Furthermore, by not engaging with 
academic work that they found challenging and where there was a risk of being 
unsuccessful, the boys were able to continue to conceptualize themselves as 
‘able,’ and to preserve their positive learner identity.  I would argue that ‘risk’ 
here is two-sided, for if the boys were successful at school the expectations would 
be raised and they would be required to negotiate the achievement ideology 
(MacLeod 2009) of climbing the educational ladder (A-levels, university) and to 
“‘buy in’ – or invest further – in dominant conceptualisations of education as 
enabling class mobility” (Archer, Pratt et al. 2001: 442, 444).  In short, while 
‘failure’ may be risky, ‘success’ was equally risky.  When the boys were asked 
the question, ‘Do you think you are an able student or the type of student that 
struggles?’  Some responses were: 
 
I’m an able student. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
 I’m think I’m able if I can be bothered. (Charlie M, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
 Capable student. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
 I sometimes struggle, but most of the time I can do the lesson. (Connor, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
 Both.  In the middle I’d say. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
 No, I think I’m quite able. (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Past theorists on male disengagement toward education and masculine identity 
construction (Bleach 2000; Renold 2001; Jackson 2002; Miller and Lavin 2007) 
have utilized Carol Dweck, a social psychologist, and her concepts of ‘entity 
theory’ which involves people viewing their intelligence as a fixed trait and 
                                                 
70 It should be acknowledged that, whilst my participants readily adopted the label of ‘able,’ they largely chose whether or not to apply themselves to the 
learning tasks, preferring to work hard only in subjects they enjoyed or ‘got on’ with. 
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‘incremental theory’ in which people view intelligence as something that can be 
cultivated through learning and increased through effort.  Dweck’s (2000) study 
show that the social world, specifically the way we praise intelligence, has a 
significant influence on which theory one believes fits.   
 
Jackson (2003), who uses Dweck’s theories of intelligence in her investigation of 
gender and the academic failure of boys, uses ‘entity theory’ to argue that many 
‘lads’ disassociate themselves from recognizing progress and/or taking 
responsibility for their own learning and progression (Jackson 2002), and over 
time their lack of recognition becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Jackson’s work 
is useful, but very much an oversimplification of laddishness failing to account 
for the behaviour as capital within the social space and the power dynamic it 
exists within.  Francis’ (1999) empirical work reveals how laddish behaviour is 
influenced by a multiplicity of factors, identifying fourteen different explanations 
for ‘laddish’ behaviours, the majority of which reference the wider social 
influences as opposed to perceptions of intelligence.  In considering the power of 
the social, Mendick and Francis’ (2011) work on boffin and geek learner 
identities illustrates how the subject was positioned as studious by their 
classmates and how their educational engagement could become marginalized or 
agentic depending on the field.71  Tom, who had been excluded from one school 
and sent to the PRU,72 articulates this well: 
 
How do you think teachers think of you in school? 
Yea, teachers at my old school said I am very able student if I put myself to 
it, I could achieve.  But the only thing that was dragging me down was 
because I was lazy.  I couldn’t be bovvered to do the work and all that.  
That’s what they all said. 
Do you believe them? 
Yea.  ‘Cause when I try… I just finished writing four pages or a short 
story… 
On a Monday morning… 
                                                 
71 While the boys in my study may identify themselves as able, they never wanted to inhabit the category of boffin. 
72 This occurred about two weeks before my interview.  The staff were uncertain as to why Tom S had been sent to the PRU as he appeared well adjusted and 
amiable.  Several of the staff noted he had come from a very strict school which could be a possible reason. 
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Yea. 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
 Everyone believes that I’m an able student and that if I put my mind to it I 
can achieve a lot.  That’s what everyone believes so it must be true. (Tom 
S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
At this point it would be constructive to consider that while Jackson uses 
Dweck’s theories with masculinity performance Evans’ (2006) class-based 
anthropological work in Bermondsey supports the argument that attitudes toward 
intelligence are largely class-based.  Evans’ work attempts to show ‘entity theory’ 
is prevalent among the working-class where ‘cleverness’ is more likely to be 
considered inherent, a heritable quality rather than a something that can be 
cultivated.
73 74
   
 
While Jackson’s work on gender is interesting, differing levels of engagement 
with education and perception of one’s own intelligence is arguably part of the 
habitus.  The habitus: “shapes what is perceived ab/normal, un/desirable and 
im/possible” (Archer, Hollingworth et al. 2007: 220).  Constantly shaped by 
social, cultural and economic capital, the white working-class collective habitus 
in this local has an expectation of ‘what will be, will be’ which informs the 
central narrative.  To illustrate this point I cite a conversation with the 
Headteacher at London Academy who characterizes white working-class culture 
in this part of South London as being “a bubble: the children exist within it.  Life 
is something they feel they have little or no control over: the system does unto 
them – it’s never about choice.” (Field notes 20-9-2010).  In identifying 
themselves as able the boys in my study perform gender based identity work of 
protection, of ‘saving face,’ but this process, I would argue, does not influence 
engagement. 
 
6.3 Parental involvement and experiences with education 
                                                 
73 I recognize that Evans’s work is considered a weak evidence base due to a lack of reflexivity, or as Hey (2008) puts it: “rendered through the author’s 
habituated objectifying tone the subjects seem not so much as re-humanised as de-humanised – cancelled out by the thinnest of reflexivity” (575). 
74 It should be noted that this attitude did not necessarily transfer into academic attainment, and past research has explored arrogance as a barrier to learning 
for boys (Mac an Ghaill et al 1994). 
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As Bourdieu argues, “the level of aspiration of individuals is essentially 
determined by the probability (judged intuitively by means of previous successes 
or failures) of achieving the desired goal” (1977: 111).  During the course of this 
research aspiration increasingly became a part of the education policy mantra 
(Spohrer 2011). Within educational and broader policy governed by neoliberal 
ideology (Raco 2009), the ‘aspiration problem’ has become increasingly 
individualized as aspiration itself is regarded as a personal character trait, “where 
policy documents often associate low aspiration with other personal qualities such 
as inspiration, information, self-esteem and self-efficacy” (Spohrer 2011: 58).  In 
November 2010 Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove, declared that he 
wanted the UK to become an “aspiration nation” (BBC News 2010).  Andy 
Burnham (Shadow Education Secretary at the time) reflected this desire at the 
other end of the political spectrum by addressing the Labour party conference 
with a plea for “aspiration, aspiration, aspiration” (The Guardian 2011).  Whilst I 
will consider the boys’ own aspirations (section 6.5), I will first consider how 
parents’ educational experiences influenced the aspirations  of their sons.   
 
Employing Bourdieu’s tools of habitus, cultural capital and field, Lareau et al 
(2003) argues that family socialization practices reproduce social class 
differences across generations. In her close ethnographic studies, she 
conceptualizes middle-class child-rearing practices as a strategy of ‘concerted 
cultivation’ as opposed to the ‘accomplishment of natural growth’ prevalent 
amongst poor and working-class families.  By contrast, middle-class and upper-
middle-class families actively foster the development of their children’s skills and 
interests which influence aspirations.  The difference in child-rearing practices 
Lareau describes has major identity implications for boys and their gendered, 
classed and ethnic ‘identity work’ within school contexts.75  
 
In understanding how academic attainment is influenced by parental involvement, 
Gillies found that working-class parents in the UK were supportive of their 
children’s education but did not put pressure on them: “attributes most likely to 
be proudly described were children’s ability to stay out of trouble, get on with 
                                                 
75 She discusses how working-class and poor parents direct their children to hit other students who harass them (199).   
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others, and work hard” (2005: 845).  Gillies (2005) study found that parents’ 
“fundamental aspirations for their children to gain a basic education, stay out of 
trouble and survive the psychological injuries of school failure took precedence… 
(over) a more middle-class concern with academic performance” (845).  
Translating fundamental aspirations into reality can also be a challenge for 
working class parents who can lack the knowledge and confidence to be informed 
consumers in the school market place (Reay 1996; Bodovski 2010). The influence 
of parents on children’s aspiration has also led to a focus on parents in 
educational policy (DfES 2004; Department of Children 2007).  Through the 
research, I understand the family life of my participants to be sites of the 
accomplishment of ‘natural growth’ (Lareau 2003) where there were expectations 
for behaviour in school, some pressure to gain the necessary grades, but not 
necessarily a pressure to achieve a position of high employment status or 
university placement.  The parental attitudes, I will show, informed the interplay 
between neo-liberal aspiration and the boys’ counter habitus of egalitarianism.   
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
 I don’t think they mind as long as I get a job when I leave school – that’s 
pretty much it. 
And they’re happy with whatever job you get basically?  
 I wouldn’t say that… 
Something that makes you happy? 
 Yea, yea, yea. 
But do they want you to have a certain type of career? 
 No, nothing like that.  As you said, whatever makes me happy really. 
(Calum, Year 10, World School) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
They just say to me they want me to get the best grades I can. (Terry, Year 
11, London Academy) 
 
Also emerging from the data was a conception of achievement grounded in 
traditional gender norms.  Mothers were consistently seen as responsible for their 
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children’s engagement in education where a lot of the native white working-class 
boys described their fathers (or step-fathers) as uninvolved. 
 
Do you feel your parents pressure you or not? 
My mum sort of does but my dad not really. 
What have your parents told you about their own education? You 
mentioned your dad…but your mum. 
Yea, she was really good at school.  Her whole family was – my aunt, my 
uncle, they were all good at school – I think it must have been their family.  
My dad he never went to school…if he did…he probably only went three 
times a week. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
Their expectations are kinda high of me.  My mum expects a lot of me but 
my dad don’t ‘cause my dad didn’t do very well [in school].  He left school 
in Year 10 and didn’t get no qualifications.  So my mum she finished 
school with her qualifications. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  My dad used to be like me when he was younger.   
And your mum? 
  She used to be good.  Used to be a neek. (Greg, Year 11, PRU) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
  High.  High expectations. 
Do they put pressure on you? 
  No, they just say look – like my dad like the last two years he didn’t go to 
school.  And he said like he wished he’d go to school because it just…  
Opens doors? 
  Yea, it opens doors.  So many doors and my brother goes to [mumbles] 
sixth form.  Like he’s just lazy and didn’t come to school, so my mum and 
my dad tell me to go to school and do the best that you can.  
So will you apply to sixth form here or it’s too early to say? 
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  I dunno because I want to go straight onto a job.  I don’t want to be in 
school for another two years – I don’t think I could bear it. (George K, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
We see with Thomas B., Charlie and George K. how parental support and 
engagement with education is gendered, with fathers’ schooling experiences 
becoming almost symbolic of employment without education.  For the boys, their 
habitus, their logic of practice, is influenced by their own personal experience but 
also by wider family histories.  Their habitus, therefore, is a site of mediated 
individual aspiration and the collective history of the men in their family.   All 
forms of working-class masculinities relate in some way to the economic order, as 
young boys in industrial times were “keen to enter the world of work as soon as 
possible and thereby establish their masculinity” and where there was a strong 
desire to prove their masculinity through physical labour (Winlow 2001: 36).  
This part of South London has a high degree of unemployment for males, 
exacerbated by the recession (see Table 4).  However, a significant percentage of 
boys consistently referenced a desire for trade work similar to Nayak’s (2003b) 
‘Real Geordies’ where there was value placed on the “muscular puritan work 
ethic (honesty, loyalty, self-sufficiency, ‘a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay’),” 
which they saw as non-competitive, familiar and uncomplicated (309). 
 
Typically, when parental ‘pressure’ was discussed, the boys immediately mention 
‘encouragement’ or ‘support’ to draw a clear distinction.  
 
Do you feel that they pressure you? 
  No, they just support. 
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  They could have done better and they wished they had tried harder. 
(Frankie, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
  Mainly to get a good education.  And they’re encouraging me to get a 
good level in PE because I want to go into the Royal Marines…  
Yea, we talked about that. 
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  And they encourage me to do well in school. 
Do you think your parents pressure you or more encourage? 
  More encourage.  They encourage me to do my homework on time, like 
coursework and stuff. (Georgie H, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
  My mum have never forced me to do anything, she just wants me to do 
what I want to do in life.  But she just wants me to go to somewhere 
musical.  ‘Cause she knows that’s what I want to do.  She just encourages.  
So she doesn’t pressure you? 
  Just encourages. 
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  We don’t really speak much about that like because they really didn’t 
have much like qualifications, the GCSE stuff around. (George G, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
Whilst parental pressure was present, the pressure towards achievement through 
actively moulding them (Lareau 2003), does not align with a habitus grounded in 
‘no one is better than anyone else’.  It is worth considering MacLeod’s (2009) 
argument that aspirations may provide: “a conceptual link between structure and 
agency in that they are rooted firmly in individual proclivity (agency) but also are 
acutely sensitive to perceived societal constraints (structure)”  (139).  Where the 
parents did not openly engage in an aspirational rhetoric, the boys, especially 
those who were less able, seemed to assign academic failure76 to themselves:  
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
  Stay in school.  Don’t misbehave.  Don’t get kicked out.  Try to get the 
bestest grades that I can. 
Do your parents pressure you?  Do they push you to do well at home? 
                                                 
76  Burke (2009), in her study of widening participation, writes: “Those individuals who ‘fail’ to overcome their flaws are seen as undeserving of HE access, 
and the problem of exclusion is relocated at the individual level rather than looking beyond to unequal classed, gendered and racialized social relations and 
cultural misrecognitions.” (97) 
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  No, they basically tell me like it’s up to me what I do – if I fail, I fail.  It’s 
my problem, like they can’t do anything. (Liam, Year 10, London 
Academy) 
 
MacLeod (2009) found a similar learner identity dynamic at play in relation to 
neo-liberal educational processes where there was hesitancy to encourage high 
aspirations, particularly among his white Hallway Hangers (115).  By contrast, 
the parents of MacLeod’s African-American Brothers had high aspirations for 
their children which – given the challenging circumstances of the locale and poor 
schooling – resulted in them blaming themselves when they did not achieve (126).   
 
Archer and Yamashita (2003b) argue that the boys in their study discussed 
competing identity demands and competing masculinity discourses where they 
wished to be: 
a ‘good son’ and to make their parent(s) proud, through which they 
resisted particular versions or aspects of popular masculinities and/or they 
combined ‘private’ family-oriented masculinities (seemingly 
unproblematically) with ‘public’ demonstrations of ‘cool’ masculinity. 
(128) 
Whilst the boys in my study did highlight the ‘cool’ masculinity especially in 
reference to effortless achievement, they were experiencing competing identity 
demands grounded in gender and class, and, at times, an interplay between the 
two.   
 
Much of the research on aspiration has explored the factors that influence 
working-class aspirations, particularly parental involvement. Blanden and 
Machin’s (2007) work and Demie and Lewis’s (2010) report on social mobility in 
Britain found that parental background continues to exert a very powerful 
influence on the academic progress of children. In her work on resilience and 
processes that promote escape from disadvantaged context, Schoon (2006) asserts 
that “[p]arents with fewer financial resources tend to hold lower aspirations for 
their children, and young people from socially disadvantaged backgrounds tend to 
have lower aspirations than their more advantaged peers,” whilst it has been 
recognised that parental involvement varies according to ‘race’ and ethnicity 
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(Mirza and Reay 2000; Archer and Francis 2005; 2006).  That is not to say 
‘pressure’ did not exist, and where there was pressure it was usually coupled with 
poor parental experiences in schooling.  
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
My mum expects me to do everything I can to get the best grades I can.  
So do your parents put pressure on you? 
Yea.  Both my brothers do and my mum. 
What have your parents (or brothers) told you about their own education? 
They both say you don’t want to end up like we had to.  ‘Cause both of 
them got expelled from school – they didn’t finish it.  They don’t want me 
going down that road as well. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
It weren’t good, so I should do really well. (Luke, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
Like in what way?  Like how many GCSEs I’m going to get. 
Or anything? 
Not too high or I’m not too clever but to get a few like good GCSEs.  At 
least five. 
Do your parents pressure you to get them? 
They don’t really pressure me.  They help me. They don’t really pressure.  
What have your parents told you about their own education or have they 
told you   anything? 
My mum got chucked out of school. [laughter]  Wasn’t a good one.  My 
dad showed me some of his stuff when he was at college doing his 
carpentry course.  Showed me all his work and it’s good.  But not much… 
(Tom F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Like are they always on your back to do well? 
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  Oh, my mum is.  She’s like ‘where’s your homework, do it on the laptop’ 
while my dad’s more chilled back.  But he’s the one that gives  me the one-
on-one talking saying ‘Look Ryan, you need to have good grades for jobs 
and that so keep on messing about in school you’re not going to get ‘em’   
It’s different though ‘cause like when your parents went to school 
qualifications were one thing but now you going to school qualifications 
have become more important. 
  You need it.  
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  Oh, they’re always going on how they could have done much better.  My 
dad was quite bad, but now he’s a lift engineer and that’s a good job.  And 
my mum’s getting a job like literally in a couple of days as a [Teaching 
Assistant].   (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Through my research I found that, especially with the native white working-class 
boys in this particular group the mother was the main source of encouragement .  
However, this was not the case when we considered other white ethnicities 
specifically the two non-native participants.  The two students in the study from 
an Eastern European background cite a higher degree of parental pressure and 
both discuss how their fathers (or older male family member) was more involved 
in their education. 
 
Do they put pressure on you? 
  Yea, my dad does a lot.  That’s because he cares about me so…I don’t 
mind. 
So he definitely wants to see you get 5 A-C grades. 
  Yea. 
Do you feel like you’re going to get 5 A-C grades? 
  Mm-mm. 
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  Yea, my dad’s gone through it as I said before…. 
University. 
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  Yea, he just wants me to do what he’s done.  But now since like the whole 
– it’s going to be tougher to get into university ‘cause like 9 grand a year 
so… 
  Yea, but you can quite easily go onto A-levels I think…Would you want 
to stay here for A-levels? 
  Yea, thing is teachers said if I want to carry on with BTEC here…what’s 
it called?...it’s the equivalent of like one or two A-levels.  So I’m thinking 
if it’s one of two and I just pick A-levels one…so I thought I’d just carry 
on with the BTEC which is 100% coursework which I get good…with 
exams I don’t really like ‘em. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy)  
 
In school, what expectations do your parents have of you? 
  Do the best of the best.  That’s what they’re always telling me to 
do…Even when I do good they say its not good enough.  It kinda annoys 
me a lot.  I get angry about that.  They’re not really being fair ‘cause my 
sister is the only one who understands me the most.  Like she even says if 
you have any problems just call me and stuff.  I dunno my family is like… 
my brother he acts like my dad.  My dad he can’t do anything…[mumbles]  
What have your parents told you about their own education? 
  My brother he told me he was messing about a lot in school.  He finished 
school but I think no qualifications…but…I dunno he used to mess about a 
lot.  My dad is the one I think who finished school for electricity.  And my 
mum didn’t finish school because, I dunno, she just backed out. (Amin, 
Year 10, World School) 
 
Parents and guardians, according to the boys, also did not openly critique the 
education available while it has been documented that middle-class parents 
openly engage with the quality of the schooling (Reay 1998b; 1999b; 1999a).  It 
is important to note here that nearly every participant in the study verbalized the 
importance of an education.77 However, while education was held in high esteem, 
when it came to actually engaging with their education, there were disparities.  
While Tommy B and Ryan may encounter parental pressures, that did not 
                                                 
77 There is some accordance here with Mickelson’s (1990) work in the United States entitled The Attitude-Achievement Paradox Among Black Adolescents, in 
which many black youths and adults express a high regard for education even though their academic performance is poor.   
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necessarily translate into engagement with their education.  The values of the 
white working-class boys in the study, as Corrigan (1979) noted, do not always 
accord with actions (or lack of actions).  Throughout the study, I observed boys – 
similar to Willis’s (1977) ‘lads’ and MacLeod’s (2009) ‘Hallway Hangers’ – 
‘mucking about’ or enacting behaviour that was counterproductive to their 
academic success where they put their social status in the peer group first.   
 
Many of the boys in the study remain in the lowest education sets and have very 
little self-esteem tied to the school culture which often makes them feel judged as 
academically inferior.  Therefore, their subculture must be understood: “as an 
attempt by its members to insulate themselves from these negative judgements 
and to provide a context in which some semblance of self-respect and dignity can 
be maintained” (MacLeod 2009: 118).78  The use of humour and ‘mucking about’ 
have been noted as an antidote for schooling that is grounded in gender (and 
hegemonic masculinity construction) (Woods 1990; Renold 2001).  The majority 
of the boys pursue this behaviour because it is a capital which gains them status 
and belonging in the peer group.  The boys openly acknowledged at various 
points that their behaviour was not conducive to attaining the grades and these 
points were often coupled with frustration (Gillborn and Kirton 2000).   
 
How do you think teachers see you?   
  See me as…they always say I’m very capable but I just don’t explain 
anything.  I just get too distracted.   
Do you think that’s a fair assessment? 
  Yea, I think they’re right.  I know they’re right but I just can’t control it 
sometimes. 
How do you want teachers to see you? 
  I want them to see that I will get somewhere in life and that I’m not just a 
joker.  Stuff like that.  Certain lessons, like the ones I want to do good in, 
that I want to carry on doing, that’s the only ones I doing good and I care 
about.  I know you need as much GCSEs as you can get but sometimes you 
                                                 
78 Certainly when the boys are: “lacking in every category that defines success in America, the Hallway Hangers latch onto and inflate the one quality they 
still have: their masculinity” (MacLeod 2009” 143) 
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don’t even need GCSEs, it’s who you know as well.  Trust me.  (Alen, Year 
11, London Academy) 
 
In understanding the boys’ habitus it is important to consider the parental 
attitudes and parental expectations.  The habitus is a representation of past 
(parent’s educational experience, family life) and present (current schooling, 
social identity) that motivates current behaviours (engagement with education) 
and shapes or constrains the range of possibilities (trade work, university) that 
can be considered by students as ‘safe routes’ or ‘risky’ aspirations.  The role of 
past familial experiences with education, though influenced by ethnicity, provides 
a key impetus for the boys’ current and future achievement and engagement with 
schooling.   
 
As seen in my data, as well as the qualitative work of MacLeod (2009) Archer 
and Francis’ (2006; 2007) and Demie and Lewis (2010), parental aspiration for 
their child has a significant influence on the boys’ own aspiration.  In Archer and 
Francis’ work, we see how valuing education was part of the British Chinese 
collective habitus, where the family became a powerful resource which: “involved 
drawing upon and creating forms of social, cultural and economic capital and 
providing a habitus in which the expectation of mobility becomes a central 
narrative” (42).  The collective habitus of the white-working class in this study 
does not focus on drawing social, cultural and economic capital in order to foster 
social mobility.  The majority of parents want their sons to do well, but they are 
constrained by lack of relevant capitals to draw upon to assist the boys in gaining 
a better education or professional experiences that would serve them well in the 
job market. 
 
6.4    Average-ness, ordinariness, ‘middling’ 
Egalitarianism within the habitus serves as both a central narrative and a 
mediating force between the expectations of the school and the values in the 
home and, therefore, it becomes a process of reconciling aspirations with current 
social and economic inequalities.  Within the counter-habitus of egalitarianism, 
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dispositions are adjusted as the boys make sense of aspiration and their futures, 
primarily rendered through the achievement of grades.  This section will focus on 
how average-ness, as part of the central narrative of egalitarianism, plays a 
significant role in how the boys perceive themselves as learners.   
 
Power relationships are internalized in the habitus as ‘categories of perceptions’ 
and these processes of categorizing become essential to how the boys’ see 
themselves as learners.  In the desire of working-class individuals to ‘fit in’ rather 
than ‘stand out’ (Skeggs 2002), we see the boys’ egalitarianism, founded on the 
principle of ‘not wanting to be seen as better than others,’ and how this shapes 
their learner identity and engagement with education, pushing them to articulate a 
desire to be average and ordinary.  
 
Could you tell me about what type of student you consider yourself?   
  Probably just an average student.  Just fit in with the others. (Thomas B, 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
  Average. (Frankie, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
  I’m not bad.  I’m not good.  I’m not loud.  I’m not quiet. [laughter]  
So it’s hard I don’t know what to put myself in. (George K, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
  Just average really.  Get my head down and do what needs to be done 
and I get out as soon as I can. (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
  I can be good.  I can learn a lot.  I used to surprise my teacher because 
used to mess about a lot but I got the highest in maths – in my class.  I can 
be silly, but it’s when I choose to – there’s times I’m just not bothered. 
(Lewis, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
How do you think teachers see you?   
  As another student. 
They just see you as another student. 
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How do you want teachers to see you? 
  As another student, that I ain’t in front of anyone else or anyfing. 
(Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
How do you want teachers to see you or is that the same? 
  I want them to see me as any other student who does their work and stuff 
like that. 
Average. 
  Yea, average. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
How do you think teachers see you?   
  As an ordinary student really. (Ben, Year 10, World School) 
 
Ordinariness, or average-ness, is another way of expressing egalitarianism.  
Bourdieu’s theoretical tool of habitus plays an important role here, as the boys’ 
habitus generates ways of viewing the world and how these can be revised in 
reaction to new experiences of and within the world.  Ordinariness and average-
ness therefore, is also a form of resistance to the neoliberal achievement ideology.  
Overall, Bourdieu’s theory of human action stresses that dispositions are 
generated through the internalisation of structures, the institutions and social 
spheres within society such as family, school and media, but he also allows for 
human agency.  While egalitarianism is vibrant in the data, the boys do 
internalize elements of the neoliberal achievement ideology espoused within the 
school environment.  As part of an internal process of making sense of the 
neoliberal rhetoric, my participants centre their ‘identity work’ around 
egalitarianism within their habitus, their desire to not be a part of the neoliberal 
process of ‘best’ and ‘worst’ but to achieve an average level of education.   
 
Furthermore, average-ness is also essential when considering social identity 
construction.  In terms of gender, men negotiate masculinity and masculinity is 
durable and transposable.  Masculinity is used as a resourceful strategy to 
function in their everyday lives (Coles 2009).  However, when masculinity 
contends with neoliberal processes, it is shaped accordingly, as the boys must 
make their world meaningful.  In Phoenix’s (2004) work on neoliberalism and 
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masculinity, she found boys pursuing a “middle position for themselves in which 
they could manage what they saw as the demands of masculinities , while still 
getting some schoolwork done” (234).  This middle position I would argue is 
desirable, a hegemonic identity.  It is, therefore, worth considering average-ness 
as a process by which the boys balance their masculine (classed and ethnic) 
identity with the neoliberal learner identity.  When asked ‘Do you want to be the 
best student in your lesson?’ the boys responded: 
 
No, not really. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
I don’t aim to be the number one, but I want to do my best. (Luke, Year 11, 
London Academy) 
 
I don’t mind.  It would be nice but if everyone’s doing good answers then 
it’s fine. (Tom F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
I’m not really bothered.  If I know something I’ll obviously say it.  I 
always want to learn so I’ll do good on my GCSEs.  Get a good job. 
(George G, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
I just want to sit there and learn.  I don’t want to be the best…the best.  
Just normal. I just want to be the one who sits there and learns. 
And meets the… 
And meets the standard… (Connor, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
I just try my best. (Alfie, Year 11, PRU) 
 
As with Archer and Yamashita’s (2003a) respondents who internalized their 
educational ‘failure’ and knew their own limits, my participants too contended 
with their own feelings of failure.  Most of the boys in the study saw their 
aspirations as adequately fulfilled by a drive towards ‘middling,’ and this aligns 
with Savage, Bangall et al. (2001)’s work on social class identification who 
suggest that: “what seemed to matter more for our respondents was being 
ordinary” (887).  ‘Middling’ may be a mediating force between the expectations 
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of the school and the values in the home; my participants are influenced by 
neoliberalism as their habitus is permeable (Reay 2004b: 434), but ultimately 
their sense-making of the achievement ideology, as a counter-habitus, reaffirms 
egalitarianism.  This would contrast with the neo-liberal perspective according to 
which: “‘underachieving’ boys appear to be unable—or worse, unwilling—to fit 
themselves into the meritocratic educational system which produces the 
achievement vital for the economic success of the individual concerned and of the 
nation” (Francis 2006: 193).  The boys’ habitus, with a balance between 
individual agency and sensitivity to societal restraints, shapes their sense of how 
they desire to be perceived in the classroom. 
 
Yea, I do want to be someone that stands out but I don’t want to at the 
same time. 
Talk about that more. 
I want to be standing out so people see me as a smart person, but I don’t 
want to be like someone who’s like…embarrassing… and that. (George K, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Not necessarily the best, I just want to achieve.  I just want to get as good 
as I can.  If someone else is better than me, I’ll just try as best as I can.  
So for you it’s more of like a personal thing? 
  Yea, I wouldn’t want people to know I’m doing the best.  Like teachers 
and that obviously.  I wouldn’t want teachers to keep telling everyone I’m 
the best and rubbing it in their face.  Like I’d keep it personal. (Tom S, 
Year 11, PRU) 
 
By being ordinary, people claimed to be just themselves, and not socially fixed 
people who are not ‘real’ individuals but rather “social ciphers” where they are 
“devoid of social distinction” (Savage 2005: 938).  These social identities of 
being ordinary or average (Savage, Bangall et al. 2001; Savage 2005), I would 
argue shape learner identities of the boys in the sample (as we will see in Section 
6.5).  It is interesting to consider this in light of the responses a few of the 
participants articulated: 
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Do you ever want to be the best student in your lessons?   
  No. 
That’s quite a firm ‘no’. 
  Nah, I want to be in the middle.  I want to be the same – not in a bad way 
and not in a good way.  I don’t want to be the best student, I want to be in 
the middle. 
Why? 
  ‘Cause if you want to be the…what did you say?  
The best. 
  If you want to be the best boy, the best boy, then everyone would rely on 
you and stuff like that.  And if you were the bottom boy no one would want 
to rely on you or anyfink.  So if you’re the middle boy some people want to 
rely on you and some people won’t, so basically you’re in the middle. 
(Ben, Year 10, World School) 
 
Conditioned by the structures of the environment in which it is engendered, the 
habitus affects how a person thinks and what a person can think about, and 
therefore delineates the parameters of thought and action, without determining 
thought and action per se.  The disposition to be seen as average was apparent in 
multiple sections of the data set.  However, there was one field where the boys 
wanted to be the best and that was sport where there was a ‘rivalry’.  In terms of 
intersectional questioning, the field of sport pushed the boys to draw on 
masculinity as a strategy (Coles 2009), where the boys competed for distinction 
which contrasts with the desire to be seen as average in the classroom. Within this 
field, the argument could be made that their gender identity formation comes to 
the forefront as certain elements of masculine identity (physicality, strength, 
activity, etc.) can be transformed into capitals.   
 
Do you ever want to be the best student in your lessons?   
  Yea, in PE…there’s kinda like a rivalry between the boys.  
I’m sure. 
  Because everyone wants to be the best at that sport and everyone wants 
to come first in the race.  Like there’s a battle going on there and I want to 
be the best I can. 
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Do you think that ever transfers over into other subjects? 
  Not really because that’s more a competitive class than say, for instance, 
in English there’s no like confrontation there. (Georgie H, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
Gender theory has noted that the “presence of a competitive performance-oriented 
culture generates anxiety, especially among boys whose gender identity needs to 
be based on achieving power, status and superiority” (Arnot 2004: 35).  As every 
agent acts according to his position, the capital he or she possesses and the 
habitus, his actions are ultimately the result of a confrontation between 
dispositions and positions (Bourdieu 2002: 31).  I considered the sporting field as 
a site where my participants see themselves as possessing capitals that can be 
operationalized to achieve success, where the habitus can accrue value in the 
social collective.  We must remember capital can be “understood as the ‘energy’ 
that drives the development of a field through time” as capital is the: “realization 
in specific forms of power” within the field (Grenfell 2008: 105). 
 
While Coles (2009) argues that masculinity is an unconscious strategy where 
habitus enables masculinity to be transposable and adaptable, whilst allowing for 
individual differences between how men perform it he does not account enough 
for the power of the field in shaping habitus.  Phoenix (2004) has argued that 
masculinity is therefore a process, or a strategy, that: “mitigates the tenets of 
neoliberalism” (244).  While clearly some forms of masculinity embrace 
neoliberalism, my fieldwork supports the argument that a working-class 
masculinity has many disjunctures with a neoliberal rhetoric.  While there has 
been much debate regarding the weighting of gender within the habitus, Bourdieu 
himself focused on how “social subjects come to embody, albeit in diverse ways, 
such structures in everyday social practice,” or how hierarchies are differentiated 
and reproduced along gender lines (Dillabough 2004: 500-501).  The habitus, as 
seen in the works of Skeggs (2004a: 72-73), wants to accrue value and gender 
(and gender identity processes) can be seen as the maintenance of symbolic 
capital.  However, the values the boys uphold are centred on loyalty and 
collective working-class communal values.   
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The neo-liberal governance of educational policy results in schooling becoming 
entrenched in the rhetoric of qualifications and competition.  Learning skills are 
equated with access to high status or high income. Recent educational research in 
this area has focused on neo-liberal policies and how they have the potential to 
shape identity (Davies and Bansel 2007; Wilkins 2011).  There is a relationship 
between neo-liberal educational practices focused on the “four Cs – change, 
choice, chances and competition,” gendered and classed subjectivities , and social 
mobility (Phoenix 2004: 22).  My contention is that the current discourse of 
aspiration means that pupils are judged as having ‘bought in’ or ‘bought out ,’ 
depending on whether or not they accept the ‘socially mobile’ aspirations 
prescribed by the educational, economic and political system, or whether they 
maintain their working-class identity based aspirations.  Francis, citing Beck, 
argues that in post-industrial societies young males: “can no longer expect ‘a job 
for life’, but must rather expect to ‘upskill’ and remake themselves for a 
succession of jobs in an insecure market-place” (2006: 190).  Reay (2001) has 
shown that in attempting to ‘upskill’ by entering higher education (and competing 
to do so), working-class students face a struggle to preserve their identity and 
make sense of feelings of inferiority and fear (339).  This tension results in a 
working-class masculinity for my participants that is preserved through 
dispositions of egalitarianism. 
 
6.5    Social class identification 
Defining Class 
 
My participants had conflicted and conflicting views concerning social class.  I 
first stimulated the discussion by asking if they thought social class existed.  
Perhaps because of their investment in egalitarianism, many of the boys fervently 
articulated that social class did not exist, or if it did, its impact on one’s life was 
conflated.  This articulation that society is open and equal has been addressed in 
other ethnographic work with working-class males (MacLeod 2009: 99, 102).  
Asking the boys to consider social class required sensitivity as an interviewer.  
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Bottero (2009) reminds us: “‘[c]lass’ is always about invidious comparison, and 
when people talk about ‘class’ their accounts often shift easily from social 
description, to social evaluation, to social abuse” (10).  I was careful not to 
impose labels upon my participants.79  In the discussion about social class we deal 
with the emotions of “shame and the fear of shame” (Reay 2005: 923) there was 
an element of ‘saving face’ with the boys.  In her study of men in widening 
participation, Burke (2009) finds many do not identify with class, with some 
refusing to name a specific class position (90). 
 
Do you think social class really exists?   
  No.  No. 
No? 
  No. 
So why do you think that? 
  I dunno, I just don’t think it does. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
So do you think social class really exists?   
  People just make a big deal about it. (Connor, Year 10, PRU) 
 
So, for you, do you think social class really exists?   Or do you think 
people make a big deal about nothing? 
  I reckon both of those answers are right.  Marriage of Prince William is 
like every other marriage that ever happened, it’s just going to be the 
same with famous people in it. (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
It has been well documented that individuals often articulate a belief that class 
does not touch them personally (Savage 2000; 2010), where there exists a: 
“staunch denial of class thinking and feeling, especially one’s own” (Reay 2005: 
923).   A significant number of students articulated early on in discussions of 
class that they felt class was unimportant.  I would argue that the boys who dis-
identified with class were not rejecting class labels on the basis of increased 
individualization; instead they were resisting the label from an egalitarianism 
                                                 
79 My ethical dilemma, as a middle-class male, was similar to Weis and Fine’s (1997) work of undertaking research in an extremely impoverished community 
while participants were demonized in the popular press.   
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based on ‘sameness’.  While it could be argued that the reluctance of my 
participants to identify themselves as ‘working-class’ aligned with Savage, 
Bangall et al’s (2001) work, where they assert “to confront class, as it were, 
threatens people’s fragile sense of self-dignity” (878), I felt the boys had an 
ideology that stretched beyond ‘ordinary’.   
 
Do you think social class is a real thing or do people make a big deal about 
nothing?   
  I think make a big deal about nothing.  I think there’s nothing like that in 
our school. 
Ok, do you think it exists in other schools and other parts of England?  
  Well, obviously there are people that go to private schools and obviously 
they’re the higher class.  But that’s about it. (Thomas B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Do you think social class really exists?   
  You mean like posh kids? 
Yea, along those lines… 
  Well, not in this school. 
Perhaps not in this school for in the wider world… 
  Oh yea, definitely. 
So your standard sort of marker is you have your posh, your middle-class 
(lawyers, doctors, teachers) and your working-class which could be 
anything basically and you have your lower-class…Do you think people 
make a big deal about nothing when it comes to social class?  Or do you 
think it is a big deal? 
  Definitely, I think.  Explain it a bit more sir and maybe I’ll understand.  
So you understand the higher – so do you think social class is important? 
  No, absolutely not.  Ain’t important.  There’s either the rich, the middle 
or the poor.  And we’re pretty much the poor.  We are the poor.  
Ok, so when you say you don’t mean its important – what do you mean by 
that? 
  Ain’t important.  Why do you want to boast about what social class 
you’re in.  There’s no point in having it. (Calum, Year 10, World School) 
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Calum’s contradictory response is particularly striking in that he knows his 
position in the hierarchy, but yet there is resistance in accepting the power of 
class to shape opportunities and life chances.  In the understanding of 
egalitarianism as a counter- habitus, some of the boys’ unwillingness to articulate 
a belief in class is a resistance to accepting hierarchies.  Sayer (2005) writes: 
We are evaluative beings, continually monitoring and assessing our 
behaviour and that of others, needing their approval and respect, but in 
contemporary society this takes place in the context of inequalities such as 
those of class, gender, and ‘race’ which affect both what we are able to do 
and how we are judged.  Condescension, deference, shame, guilt, envy, 
resentment, arrogance, contempt, fear and mistrust, or simply mutual 
incomprehension and avoidance, typify relations between people of 
different classes. (1) 
Verbalizing the existence of class, and class inequality, means a negotiation 
within the habitus, where conceptions of egalitarianism are challenged.  
Accepting social class is often about accepting a lack of opportunity and 
restriction – it is also accepting that judgement is placed upon you and that you, 
in turn, are judging others.  Habitus, “thus implies a ‘sense of one’s place’” but 
also a “sense of the place of others” and so therefore: “[t]his makes for the fact 
that nothing classifies somebody more than the way he or she classifies” 
(Bourdieu 1989: 19, 20).  
 
So do you think social class is something that really exists or maybe not so 
much? 
  It does because obviously there’s people who do better jobs than other 
people.  But it don’t really effect – well, it does.  It means that you like for 
instance might have more money but it don’t really effect you really. 
(Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Yea, it could be the way you talk, but social class…like you have high 
social class, then you have middle class, then you have working-class… 
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  No, I don’t think that there’s different…like certain classes and that.  So 
basically you get on with and like mix with everyone.  And there’s no like 
stereotypes involved with different classes. 
Ok, in the wider world do you think there’s social class?  
  Um – yea, I think there is really.  I ain’t a racist or anything, yea.  But 
you get a group of white kids and you get a group of black kids – 
sometimes you… Like I have friends in both but if you go to Peckham and 
there’s loads of black kids, and then you stay in Boremund where there is 
loads of white kids…so where I hang about it’s mixed. (George K, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
Viewing class only in terms of economic capital seemed to be quite common, 
with only George K articulating a conception of social class along racialized 
boundaries.  It is interesting to note how the boys both accept and resist class.  
When they do accept the existence of social class they downplay its importance.  
Talk of class can induce shame, embarrassment and anxiety (Reay 2005).  Skeggs 
(2002) argues that unwillingness to talk in class terms may not necessarily mean 
that people do not recognize the significance of class or of their own class 
position and the connotations attached to it.  For Skeggs, the white working-class 
women in her study pursued strategies for ‘improvement’ in order to ‘pass’ for 
middle-class while always remaining insecure and never being certain that they 
had succeeded.  Bourdieu (1992) reminds us that: 
People are not fools; they are much less bizarre or deluded than we would 
spontaneously believe precisely because they have internalized, through a 
protracted and multisided process of conditioning, the objective chances 
they face.  They know how to ‘read’ the future that fits them, which is 
made for them and for which they are made (by opposition to everything 
that the expression ‘this is not for the likes of us’ designates), through 
practical anticipations that grasp, at the very surface of the present, what 
unquestionably imposes itself as that which ‘has’ to be done or said (and 
which will retrospectively appear as the ‘only’ thing to do or say). (130)  
Through their habitus, they read the world around them and individuals develop a 
sense of where they belong in society and what is, and is not ‘for the likes of us’.  
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For Bourdieu these are “fuzzy” lines of division along which class groups may 
form (Grenfell 2008: 97). 
 
So do you think social class really exists or do people make a big deal 
about nothing? 
  Umm, I think it exists.  Like I’ve just said there’s like a wide range of 
people.  Like loads of people – there must be different ranges of poor 
people and really rich people.  So yea, it does it exist. (Georgie H, Year 
10, London Academy) 
 
Depends on what? 
  Depends on what kind of job they have.  If they’re doing a higher class 
[job] then they think they’re higher than other people – but then in the 
middle class you think they are earning money but not earning enough as 
the other people…then you got the poor people who got a job but don’t 
earn enough. 
You touched on money a couple of different times – do you think its more 
about money than anything else? 
  I think so. 
In your opinion? 
  Yea. (Ben, Year 10, World School) 
 
What is interesting about Ben and some of the other participants is that social 
class is generally more about money than anything else.  However, when I asked 
the boys to self-identify their own class status they ran into dilemmas, as Tommy 
B’s explains: 
 
Given the categories of ‘working-class’, ‘middle-class’ and ‘upper-class’ 
what social class would you consider yourself?   
  Working-class. 
Why? 
  ‘Cause I’m hard working and when I want to do something I do it.  
What does the term working-class mean to you?   
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  Like obviously it means like you get lower class people – like y’know 
people like that are on the streets and don’t do nothing with their lives.  It 
just like…it’s just groups of individuals, people think of them.  
So in terms of working-class, what does that mean? 
  Like disadvantaged.  That’s what it means.  
What does the term middle-class mean to you? 
  Normal. 
So you said you would think of yourself as working-class but … do you 
ever want to be middle-class? 
  No, no. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Dillabough and Kenelly (2010) argue that young people in late modernity are 
often theorized as engaging in forms of individualization where “fluidity and 
transgressive forms of identification” often exist alongside a: “dis-identification 
from class (or even a denial of class) as a potentially grounding principle in 
shaping youth subcultural activity” (36).  While class remains salient: 
“expressions of class cultures are much more marked by reflexive attitudes – 
rueful, ironic, envious, reflectively proud – than was the case in the picture 
painted by Bourdieu in 1979” (Boyne 2002).  
 
 I guess I’d say working-class. 
Why do you say that? 
‘Cause we’re not low-class sort of thing.  Not celebrities or nothing. 
What does the term ‘working-class’ mean to you?   
 Work.  Bring home money.  Have a decent house, a car. 
What does the term ‘middle-class’ mean to you? 
  Like you have a little bit better job, like a higher job sort of thing.  Like 
working-class work at Tescos then they’d be the manager of Tesco’s. (Tom 
F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Given the categories of ‘working-class’, ‘middle-class’ and ‘upper-class’ 
what social class would you consider yourself?   
  Working. 
Why? 
 191 
 
  ‘Cause my whole family works – like manual jobs like plumbing.  My dad 
used to drive lorries, things like that, manual work. 
What does the term working-class mean to you?   
  Manual, like manual labour.  Plumbing electrician.  Things like that.  
What does the term middle-class mean to you? 
  Uh – like. 
Speak freely. 
  Like wannabe posh people.  Like they made something of themselves, they 
forget like who they really are.  They just become posh.  Like people with 
banking jobs and all that. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Charlie’s reasoning behind his social class identification links back to what the 
boys previously highlighted in the sections which focused on a ‘disloyalty to 
self’.  He sees the middle class as inauthentic.  To be ‘disloyal to self,’ for 
Charlie, is to adopt fluidity, to put on an identity that he sees as a performance 
(Archer and Leathwood 2003: 233).  According to Charlie the middle-class are 
‘wannabes’ and I would argue he objects to the ‘showy’ nature of this class 
identity and pretending to be something they are not.  The boys’ habitus, after all, 
is about ‘fitting in’ and being loyal to oneself. 
 
Given the categories of ‘working-class’, ‘middle-class’ and ‘upper-class’ 
what social class would you consider yourself?   
  Lower-class because my dad’s disabled and can’t work and my mum – I 
don’t know why she don’t want to work.  But I ain’t poor or anything, we 
got everything sorted out. 
Class is actually…well having a job is just a part of it, isn’t it?  It’s not the 
whole picture.  Some people think about it only in terms of money.  
  I don’t think I’m like lower-class only ‘cause my dad don’t work.  I would 
put myself in the middle class because everyone says my house is nice and 
clean.  When I go to other people’s houses, their mum and dad’s parents 
do work they still haven’t finished decorating and stuff like that and I’m 
thinking my house is better than theirs. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
So what class would you consider yourself in the wider world?   
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  Lower. 
You don’t have to be one class, you can be a smattering.  
  Lower. 
You consider yourself lower?  Really… you’re quite into your education. 
  I don’t want to be a doctor or a teacher or anything like that.  I want to 
be an electrician or a career in the armed forces – that’s obviously long 
hours and low pay. 
 
Alen’s response reveals many different layers to his understanding of class.  He 
recognizes that employment is essential to class, but most importantly his 
response to class is highly defensive.  While someone may categorize him as 
lower-class according to certain criteria, he considers himself middle-class, ‘nice 
and clean’.  George K, who is positioned in a top set and is widely considered by 
teachers and his parents to have the capability to pursue A-levels and university, 
articulated a substantial knowledge of class.  However, his knowledge of class 
does not necessarily impact on his educational engagement or his buying into the 
achievement ideology.  His habitus must contend with a system focused on 
aspiration and, in order to be considered successful, this would mean his 
egalitarian habitus would have to align with the institutional habitus (Ingram 
2011).   
 
Habitus is an especially useful tool here in understanding why the boys recognize 
the value of schooling but do not always engage with their schooling.   I would 
argue the participants were working through barriers, working through the 
habitual unthinking habitus, with a: “willingness to make an effort in school, 
albeit limited” (Brown 1987: 3).   
 
Given the categories of ‘working-class’, ‘middle-class’ and ‘upper-class’ 
what social class would you consider yourself?   
  I say working-class. 
Why? 
  Because I’ve asked my mum and dad what all that was…that middle-class 
and that… and they said working-class and they are.  You look at upper-
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class and that’s obviously with those lords and all that, like Prince 
William and you look at middle-class which is like… 
Teachers, lawyers… 
  Yea, you see all them people are well off with their jobs and then you 
have like normal working-class and… they do alright but the jobs they do, 
the money they earn is alright… 
Do you consider working-class to be a bit more normal ‘cause you used 
the word normal? 
  Yea, because if you look at sort of middle-class people, their attitudes 
and that… they’re on their own planet and they’re so far up their own 
arse. 
What does the term working-class mean to you?   
  It means the money you get is that you earned.  If you do a hard day’s 
work of building like a brick wall… like something like manual labour or 
that… you get paid.  You get paid so much for it and you’ve actually 
earned it.  You’ve actually stood and done your best, you’ve earned that 
money.  And I reckon that’s the difference between middle-class and 
working-class. 
You’ve kinda already mentioned the next question, but I’ll ask it 
anyway…What does the term ‘middle-class’ mean to you? 
  ‘Middle-class’ means above average.  They’ve got sort of office jobs and 
all that… it probably is hard work in some degree.  For what they do they 
earn more than the average (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Habitus can be used to understand “the ways in which the socially advantaged and 
disadvantaged play out the attitudes of cultural superiority and inferiority 
ingrained in their habitus,” and established through daily interactions (Reay 
1998b: 33).  Tom S.’s articulation illustrates a sophisticated knowledge of class 
and elements of class hatred.  In despising middle-class attitudes and 
snobbishness, claiming they are ‘so far up their own arse,’ Tom S.’s habitus 
celebrates a working-class identity that ‘earns’ money through manual labour and 
through ‘doing their best.’  His conception of labour is similar to Nayak’s ‘Real 
Geordies’ where there was value placed on “a fair day’s work for a fair day’s 
pay” (2003b: 309).  Tom S.’s words reveal how he sees social class identification 
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and employment as inseparable.  Researching class and class identification was 
by far the most challenging area, as most of the boys found it difficult to self-
identify their class status or to discuss working-class culture within their 
community.   Despite some denials of the existence of class, the majority of boys 
understood class and their own class background. 
 
Social Class, Education and Influence 
 
When asked to apply the concepts of social class to education, participants 
articulated some surprising responses.  Thomas B., who identifies himself as 
‘either upper-class or middle-class,’ admitted to being ‘lazy’ and disengaged with 
his learning, in response to an interplay between class and schooling, said: 
 
  Yea, it could ‘cause um… if you think you’re working-class you’re not 
going to push yourself for you’re just going to be the worker.  But if you 
push higher come celebrity, then you’re going to push yourself and all 
that. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
From this reasoning, it would be deduced that there is a complex and often 
paradoxical relationship between the boys own social class identification 
(whether accurate or not), and their engagement with their formal schooling.  
Being lazy, slacking, or ‘opting-out’ has been documented as a behaviour 
grounded in a disposition toward a lack of worthiness (Archer and Yamashita 
2003a: 58, 60).  Also, it has been documented as a masculinity-based response 
where failure is the result of an ongoing lack of effort in preserving a specific 
type of masculinity, rather than a lack of intelligence (Burke 2009: 96).  
Alternatively, Thomas B, with a career as a professional footballer in sight, 
clearly felt education had very little to offer him.  Other responses which 
addressed the relationship between social class and education are as follows: 
 
Why do you think that? 
  ‘Cause like the middle-class – their parents pay for them to go to a 
private school or a grammar school and they just get some of the best 
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education in the country.  And they’re probably going to pass and get 
really high grades, go on.  Like a working-class person they care more 
about what, like, people think and what they look like than grades they get 
more.  That’s what I think. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Does a person’s social class impact how well they do in school?  
  Yea.  Because obviously people in upper class they wouldn’t want their 
children going to a lower-class school.  So the upper class obviously going 
to do well, but the lower class have less chance of doing well. (George G, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
At this point in the data collection there was an opportunity for the boys to show 
how they perceive the value of qualifications in the labour market.  However, as 
we shall see, the boys do not always see qualifications as empowering or a 
guarantee of employment. 
 
Does a person’s social class impact how well they do in school?  
  Yea, because if…say for instance you get like six A*s, three Bs and 4Cs 
then it’s easier to get in the middle-class then – for instance if you got two 
Cs and like Ds and Es.  If you got lower grades it will be harder for you to 
get into the higher class. (Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Does a person’s social class impact how well they do in school?  
  Kindof.  Like if you ain’t got no money then you can’t pay for equipment 
but if you have the money you can pay for extra learning, extra…if you 
have money then you have more of an opportunity than the people that 
ain’t. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
When asked if social class impacted on individual’s feeling about themselves, 
participants answered with responses that were primarily infused with 
defensiveness.  While this was an uncomfortable area to research, I believe my 
outsider status enabled the boys to be more open with me.  Perhaps, the boys were 
able to articulate things they would not have necessarily admitted to a white, 
middle-class male with a British accent. When asked the question ‘Does a 
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person’s social class impact their feelings about themselves?’ the boys’ comments 
contain elements of resistance: 
 
  They might think to themselves, like, I more need to be up…more likely to 
be middle-class – get a better job. 
Do you agree with that?  Do you think a job defines how you are? 
  No.  ‘Cause either way you are earning money. (Terry, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  Umm – sort of, I reckon. 
Why do you say ‘sort of’ – why are you not saying ‘yes, yes, yes’ or ‘no, 
no, no’? 
  Because they think differently about themselves and it’s not always about 
what money they got or nothing.  They could be happy with what they’ve 
got and it doesn’t matter, but…some people might think they need more, or 
want more and they might not be happy. (Tom F, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  Yea.  Definitely because you…want…to feel like…dunno…obviously you 
don’t want to be, like, doing bad in life and like being lower-class.  
Obviously you want to be up there. 
Do you think that is true of everyone, though?  Don’t you think some 
people are quite content where they are? 
  Yea, there are some people but money don’t always make you happy.  
Money can’t buy you everything.  Love, happiness. (Alen, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  If they let it…yea…it depends on the person themself. (Tom S, Year 11, 
PRU) 
 
Tom S.’s comment highlights the resistance toward social class labels and how 
the boys may have to bolster themselves against class judgements.  To embrace 
social mobility would require the boys to risk losing their working-class identity.  
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They would have to change what they are (Reay 2001), to think ‘better of 
themselves,’ which is a disposition not aligned with their habitus.   
 
Does a person’s social class impact their feelings about themselves?  
  Dunno.  If they’re middle-class then they may think they’re better than 
working-class. 
So you just said you want to aspire to be middle-class. 
  I won’t be like that. (Frankie, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Does a person’s social class impact their feelings about themselves?  
  Kindof because if someone says to you, ‘oh you’re lower class’ then I’m 
going to think I’m poor.  Basically…and if someone says you’re upper 
class, you’re rich and that.  Basically, middle-class I’d probably 
think…you’d think high of yourself. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Throughout the dialogues with participants there was socio-awareness in regard to 
their own social class position in relation to what it may mean to become socially 
mobile.  As previously mentioned, egalitarianism becomes a process, a counter-
habitus, of reconciling aspirations with current social positioning.  In terms of 
their positioning, they arguably have the beginnings of a reflexive habitus.  
Mouzelis (2007) writes: 
Given that in late modernity neither tradition nor collective ideologies can 
provide a set of goals for organizing everyday existence, individuals are 
‘forced to choose’ — forced, that is to say, to become reflexive on matters 
ranging from the clothes they wear and the food they eat to the type of 
family they want to create. 
At times, the boys may lack ways of articulating their own sense of class and the 
social class of others, but that does not mean that my participants are unreflexive.  
In my analysis of egalitarianism as counter-habitus to the neo-liberal ideology, 
the habitus can be seen as: “mental structures through which they apprehend the 
social world…essentially a product of that world” (Bourdieu 1989: 18).  
However, this social world is constantly changing the traditional codes which 
define social class.  Therefore, agents are pushed to become: “reflexive subjects 
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trying to fill the void left by the demise of traditional codes and early-modern 
ideologies” (Mouzelis 2007).80 
 
Anti-egalitarianism and ‘stuck-up’ 
 
To change one’s social class, to engage with their education further, would 
involve contending with a middle-class identity which they consider to be anti-
egalitarianism, the performance of being ‘stuck-up’ or ‘snobby’.  When asked to 
choose a picture that appealed to them from a series of pictures, the image of a 
business man best illustrated the complexity involved.  The photo was only 
chosen by three participants as an image that was appealing and even one of those 
revealed ambivalence. 
 
 
 
 
Picture 4 – Occupational Masculinity Section: Picture 1 
 
What image appeals to you? 
                                                 
80 Furthermore I would argue that their ‘powerlessness and educational worthlessness’ influences the habitus and as a result th ey engage in 
behaviour which acquire them semi-permanent labels within their educational institutions.  Sitting in the staff room, I observed conversations 
amongst the teachers peppered with educational labels such as ‘level 4a,’ ‘silent non -worker,’ ‘lazy,’ ‘pathologically immature,’ ‘thick’ and 
derogatory labels ‘toe-rag’, ‘jack of the lads,’ and ‘bastard.’ These labels fix certain dispositions and attributes in the mind of teachers, and 
arguably fix the boys into certain identities.   
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[selects number 1] 
Why number 1? 
Smart man. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
He’s in a suit and looks respectable. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Yea, what about him?  Tell me about him? 
I reckon that if I met him he’d be a bit stuck-up ‘cause like he looks like 
someone with money.  He just thinks about money really.  
Don’t you just think about money? 
No, not all the time. 
[laughter] 
There’s a slight contradiction there. 
Yea.  But I reckon that he’s could have a kind and gentle personality but I 
reckon he’s just stuck up – really. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Sayer (2005) criticizes Bourdieu, claiming that in his analyses of the social field, 
little attention is paid to the moral aspects of class, instead privileging: “the 
habitual and instrumental character, as if a combination of habit and the pursuit of 
status and power animated everything” (16).  Being ‘stuck-up’ was detestable to 
the boys.  However, their habitus is still shaped by the neoliberalism of the school 
environment focused on middle-class success.  Alen and Luke see the man as 
successful – ‘smart’ and ‘respectable’ – but, ultimately, their interviews revealed 
that they did not strive to have this lifestyle.  The act of striving would be a denial 
of egalitarianism, and, while they did not strive for the lifestyle, the boys did 
mention they would welcome it if it presented itself.   
 
The tension between the disposition toward egalitarianism and the middle class 
‘success’ culture of the school contributed to the boys’ fractured relationship with 
social class and achievement.  Habitus, Bourdieu argues, is a way people see the 
world and also how that perspective becomes embedded, where the arbitrariness 
of power relations becomes naturalized (Grenfell 2008: 96).  The interaction 
between habitus and field strengthens people’s perceptions that things are as they 
are because of the natural order rather than through the influence of a culturally 
 200 
 
determined principle.  When asked ‘Is that important to you, to have friends from 
the same social class?’ responses included: 
 
 Like people…like you’re on about your friends, they look at you  and 
sometime they might think – ‘I wonder what his mum and dad do and how 
much money they have, things like that’ (Tom F, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Yea, I reckon that when people look at you differently, like say your mates 
probably speak behind your back, ‘did you see what he’s wearing…’ think 
this and that… (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
It doesn’t matter…I have friends in the middle-class that go to private 
school.  I could have gone to private school but I didn’t want to. (Luke, 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Do you think people your age think about each other’s social class 
background (parent employment, income, etc.)? 
  Not really until you meet their parents or go to their house or something.  
If you go to someone’s house and it’s really nice and their parents are 
really nice…but if their house is in a state and their parents are not up 
to…not capable.   You’re thinking he’s in need. (George K, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
In later dialogues concerning social class, the boys were reflexive and aware of 
social class in their peer groups, where initially in the study many of these same 
participants had stated social class was not a major factor in their lives and the 
lives of their friends.  It is significant here that George K and Luke recognize that 
class differences exist, but we can infer from what is said that it does not 
necessarily determine whom they befriend.  Both Georgie H and Ryan articulate 
how they perceive their friends: 
 
What social class do you think your friends are?  Your peer group.  
Similar to you?  Different than you? 
 201 
 
  Similar to me.  When I show my friends…I think they’re lower class 
because they don’t keep on track and stuff and they mess around in class 
and stuff. 
You are in the habit of going over each other’s houses and stuff, so would 
you say they live in or their families live in similar …similar to your 
parents or different? 
  Yea.  I think they’re like…I’ve only been to a couple of my friends’ 
houses but I think they’re working-class as well.  Because their mums have 
good jobs and they don’t have a lot of children and they don’t just live on 
benefits and stuff like that. (Georgie H, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
What social class do you think your friends are? 
  Well, some of ‘em are at the bottom.  Some in my Maths class are at the 
middle; especially in Science they’re middle.  They think ‘I’m better than 
you at this’, ‘I’m better than you at that.’  Too big-headed and some of my 
mates are just working. 
Is it important for you to have friends of different social classes?  Or do 
you think it’s important to have friends of the same social background as 
well? 
  Want them to have same background as myself.   (Ryan, Year 10, London 
Academy) 
 
Through Ryan’s interview we see a convergence of social and learner identities.  
In Ryan’s language of ‘big-headed’ and ‘better than you’ he expresses 
disapproval of those he sees as performing an identity that is ‘disloyal’ to his 
sense of egalitarianism.  Ryan, interestingly, strongly disliked posh people, 
labelling them as ‘up themselves.’   
 
You said you don’t like posh people because they are ‘up there’ and ‘full 
of themselves’ but if you were to become a professional footballer, would 
you be one of those posh people or not? 
No.  If I had a lot of money I would be giving charity a lot of money.  
Getting nice clothes, trainers – just look after my family and that…ain’t 
going to be… 
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So you’d give it back in some way.  You’d keep it real.  
I would go on, I wouldn’t go to people ‘do you want me to buy you a pair 
of trainers?’ and that…I’d just be normal and that.  Just myself.  Just keep 
the money close to me. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Ryan wants to be a football celebrity and reap the financial rewards, but he is 
careful to articulate that he would not change and that he would always give back 
to his family and be ‘normal’.  While people are equipped with different capitals 
that are advantageous depending on the field, the boys in this study mentioned 
numerous times that thinking one is better than someone else, or putting on a 
show, is an affront to how they think boys like them should behave.   
 
Interest in Middle-class and Upper-class Lifestyles 
 
Not only were the boys in the study aware of social class, they were fascinated by 
middle-class and upper-class boys, but equally unsettled by the foreignness of 
these middle-class and upper-class lives.  I did not see a tremendous amount of 
class hatred, anger, rage or envy towards the more privileged classes as seen in 
other works on the white working working-class (Charlesworth 2000; Skeggs 
2002).  When provided with pictures of middle-class and upper-class 
masculinities, my participants often selected the pictures of The History Boys and 
Eton and openly discussed them. 
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Picture 5 – Masculinity Variations Section: Picture 10 
 
 
 
Picture 6 – Masculinity Variations Section: Picture 12 
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Picture 7 – Masculinity Variations Section: Picture 13 
 
What images appeal to you? 
The ones that appeal to me are 13 and 12.  ‘Cause I’m not really familiar 
with that sort of… I mean obviously I know that’s a school.  I am not 
familiar with that uniform.  There is still the premises itself; if I was in 
that situation it would be completely new to me. (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Ok, another image that appeals?  Number 12?  Why number 12? 
Because it shows you posh boys coming out of a college or something like 
that dressed really smartly.  And it shows you like their family is upper 
class. 
Ok, why does that appeal to you or does that appeal to you? 
Because it shows that.  I don’t know about it.  It just shows you what  
people are like and how family money effects people’s education. (George 
K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Being confronted with this collection of images also resulted in the boys 
describing them as foreign; this unfamiliarity has implications for the boys’ 
willingness to mix socially if the opportunity was to present itself.  
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Why number 10 and number 12? 
Middle-class, upper-class.   
10 is middle-class and 12 is upper-class? 
Yea, that’s what it looks like.   
Ok, and why do you find that unappealing? 
‘Cause I don’t relate to it. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Why number 12? 
‘Cause it looks like – they look like posh kids all coming out of university 
of a boarding school or something like that. 
Yep, that’s basically what it is.  Why doesn’t that appeal to you? 
I like normal schooling and that.  Normal school, being where all my 
mates are. (Tom F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
I’d say number 10 doesn’t appeal to me.  That looks sort of middle class 
sort of schooling.  I wouldn’t feel comfortable there.  Even though the 
education is probably better then what you’d get in average, I wouldn’t 
like it.  That sort of just knowing… 
You feel outsiderish? 
Yea.   
Different? 
Yea, like spoilt in the way.  I wouldn’t like that feeling. (Tom S, Year 11, 
PRU) 
 
Charlie M.’s comments on not being ‘able to relate to it’ and Tom F.’s reference 
to ‘normal’ and being where his ‘mates’ are reveal how they see this middle and 
upper-class lifestyles as a place where they would feel socially awkward.  Tom S. 
recognizes the education would be better, but that ultimately he would feel 
‘spoilt’.  From their own social positions, the boys also described stereotypes of 
working-class, middle-class and upper-class people.   
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  I mean – I don’t know anything about the middle and working-class but 
posh people they’re usually all stuck up.  And like only care about 
themselves and that… 
Where… 
  Where working-class and maybe some middle-class would think about 
others, like, and all that. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
An important aspect of egalitarianism is the caring for others – Thomas B equates 
‘snob’ behaviour with selfishness and with lack of caring.  Skeggs has argued 
how certain elements of working-class culture have been socially constructed as 
inferior.  Certain dispositions in working-class culture such as “the creative 
hedonism; the anti-pretentious humour, the dignity, the high ethical standards of 
honour, loyalty and caring” are either devalued or disregarded (Skeggs 2004b: 
88).81   
 
Do certain social classes have certain behaviour you associate with them?   
  Probably the middle-class are more stuck up. 
Where working-class people are not? 
  They want to express themselves, they don’t care what people think of 
them. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What is the difference between a working-class person and what makes a 
middle-class person?   Only in terms of money or is it more than that?  
  It’s more; it’s what they think of themselves.  Like middle-class people 
think of themselves as ‘yea, I got a good job and I got some money’ and 
they like to brag about it.  But working-class people just think of 
themselves as average people.  (Georgie H, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
What makes a working-class person and what makes a middle-class 
person?  Is it just about money or is more than that? 
                                                 
81 I can draw on very few examples from my field notes where boys were asked to work cooperatively, to teach and support one another, and to engage in 
community service.  Whilst this does not necessarily illustrate how the school fails to not recognize working-class communal values, it is a worth considering 
that it is evidence of a very narrow focus within the education system. 
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  Personality, looks, background and family – the way you speak probably.  
Like around here Cockney. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
What makes a working-class person and what makes a middle-class 
person?   
  Middle class is sort of… I dunno if middle class is sort of born into it or 
… ‘cause you get the sort of odd working-class person whose gone into 
middle-class – like they’re well off and all that.  That they’ve earned it and 
all – and you can tell they’ve come from working-class because it’s all 
new to them and they’re happy that they’re there.  They’re excited that 
they’ve got all this sort of thing.  You can tell that even in their speech, 
they talk like every sort of working-class person… in their speech and all 
that and the things that they do, the enjoyment they get out of it basically.  
The pleasures of it.  You can tell but middle class are sort of born into it 
so it’s normal for them – they wouldn’t get excited of getting up into the 
house and in their garden and all that stuff.  They wouldn’t necessarily get 
excited about getting up in that sort of flat and looking out into a sort of 
car park.  Sort of things like that.  That’s sort of the same.  It’s normal for 
them. 
It’s all relative to their situation.  Do certain social classes have certain 
behaviour you associate with them?  Or do you think people behave the 
same? 
  I reckon people behave the same but you get more sort of working class 
people – its normal for them to not follow rules and things like that.  It’s 
normal, it’s what they grew up with.  They haven’t really had the structure 
or parents to tell them this and that.  Yet some people who have come from 
middle-class backgrounds, they’ve had a structure – they start sort of 
misbehaving for the thrill of it, of not doing things and behaving in a 
certain way because they like it.   
Yea, they act out for different reasons… 
  Yea.  They can control what they do.  They know it’s wrong, but they still 
do it ‘cause they’ve never done it, never experienced it before.  Then you 
have the working-class kid who doesn’t know another way.  He doesn’t 
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know to control it or to do that because no one’s told him. (Tom S, Year 
11, PRU) 
 
In his mind, Tom S. has a clear idea of how class works, referencing elements of 
social mobility, normality, entitlement, ‘sameness,’ parental influence and 
marginalization.  For the students who were reflexive in regard to social class and 
social hierarchies, and were willing to articulate it, this did not necessarily mean 
that this knowledge became a basis for increased engagement in terms of 
educational attainment.  In fact, for the two students, Luke and Charlie, who took 
GCSE Sociology and who, therefore, had increased academic knowledge of social 
class, their dialogues demonstrate how they had already taken steps to ensure they 
would remain in the same social class by 1) opting not to attend a local 
private/faith school for fear of not fitting in, and 2) enrolling in a post-16 trade 
programme.   
 
What does the term ‘middle-class’ mean to you? 
  Uh – like. 
Speak freely. 
  Like wannabe posh people.  Like they made something of themselves, they 
forget, like, who they really are.  They just become posh.  Like people with 
banking jobs and all that. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Does a person’s social class impact on how well they do in school? 
  Yes.  Yea. 
Why do you think that? 
 ‘Cause, like, the middle-class – their parents pay for them to go to a 
private school or a grammar school and they just get some of the best 
education in the country.  And they’re probably going to pass and get 
really high grades, go on.  Like a working-class person they care more 
about what like people think and what they look like than grades they get 
more.  That’s what I think. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Charlie’s characterization of middle-class people forgetting ‘who they really are’ 
emphasizes continuity and loyalty to the ideology of egalitarianism which takes 
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precedence over the social-mobility and competition favoured by the neoliberal 
orthodoxy.  It is not part of the habitus of these boys to pretend to be something 
they are not, or something they perceive themselves to not be.  Furthermore, I 
would argue that Charlie sees ‘fixed’ as a class-based trait and forgetting who one 
really is as an example of ‘fluidity’ – changing, and adopting middle-class 
behaviours and values, is being disloyal to oneself.  
 
6.5   Conclusion 
 
This chapter has explored the processes involved in the boys’ engagement in 
education.  I have examined how the contrast between features of working-class 
life and the school environment exacerbates the boys’ engagement in a counter-
habitus of egalitarianism.  The chapter has also detailed how parental attitudes to 
education inform the boys’ own engagement and how their social class 
identification also influences their learner identities.  Through the use of 
intersectional theorizing, the boys, in their desire to be seen as average and 
ordinary in the classroom, have their class identity is at the forefront of the 
habitus, where it is shaped by neoliberal processes. 
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Chapter 7 - Balancing acts 
 
7.1    Pride and detestation in the locale 
 
Researching Canadian inner-city youth, Dillabough and Kennelly (2010) write: 
“students habitually referred to their schools and neighbourhoods as a ‘ghetto’, 
‘warehouse’ or ‘slum’ for ‘poor kids’.” (56)   Like other studies focused on the 
identity work of working-class youth (Lucey and Reay 2000), it was quite clear 
from the data that the white working-class boys balanced a tension between pride 
in their local area and detesting it.  It should be noted that within the interviews 
and focus groups concerning the local area, my own ignorance as a researcher 
was apparent.  I had a list of the students’ postcodes and in terms of proximity 
they all lived within a six mile radius.  However, in the eyes of the participants, 
their part of the borough was incredibly distinct.  The boys were also very aware 
of the pathologization of Boremund as a whole.  In response to this 
pathologization, pride often centred on references to cleanliness or football, while 
comments such as ‘shithole’ were quite abundant.  Some responses capture the 
tension of simultaneously having pride and detestation in the locale: 
 
How would you describe the area?   
  It’s alright but there’s, like, too many crimes going on, like, 
people…there’s always stuff, like someone getting robbed or some shops 
always getting broke into, something like that. (Thomas B, Year 11, 
London Academy) 
 
How would you describe the area?   
  What, seriously? 
Yea. 
  A shithole. 
Why? 
  Boremund is a shithole. 
What makes it a shithole? 
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  The people that live here like.  People who can’t go out and get jobs and 
just sit around and like basically drink all day.  Just losers. (Charlie M, 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
As a whole, the participants had a defensive love of where they grew up, often 
paradoxically coupled with discourses centring on ‘tough place to grow up,’ 
‘gangs’, violence and anti-social behaviour.  The community was a place of 
contradiction in their minds.  South-East London was not a good place, but their 
part of it – their house, their street, their section – was the ‘nice’, ‘peaceful’ part. 
 
How would you describe the area?   
  Good, but there’s too many incidents with, like, stabbings and stuff. 
Are you looking to stay in the area after school or move away? 
  Stay in the area. (Liam, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
As with Lucey and Reay’s research (2000), and Reay’s work on class 
consciousness and locality (2005), Liam’s conceptualization of the area is that it 
is unsafe but he would not want to move elsewhere.  I would argue that it is the 
tension here is between two conceptions of fear, fear for one’s safety, and fear of 
stepping outside a place where he feels comfortable.  Other responses include: 
 
How would you describe the area?   
  I like it.  My opinion of it is that it’s basically a family – that’s what I 
think of the area.  Because everyone’s behind each other, telling each 
other what to do…so yea. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
How would you describe the area?   
  A tough place to be – grow up. 
Why?  What makes it tough? 
  The gangs and the violence and drugs and stuff like that. (Ryan, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
Within the wider data set there were references to gangs, but none of the boys 
admitted to being part of gang activity or witness to gang activity.  I would also 
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argue that the boys consider gangs as a racialized performance; black males are in 
gangs, where white males are not.  Not belonging to a gang becomes a part of the 
discourse (Archer, Pratt et al. 2001: 441) of how many white boys define 
themselves as distinct from other working-class males.  Many expressed a disgust 
and fear of gangs which, they articulated, were prevalent in their community.  In 
a reference to crime, Tom says: 
 
Nowadays it really is the people you know.  Like if you know all the people 
robbing, shooting, hurting people.  If you know them and people recognize 
you with them… then that’s one of the main reasons…  
So its kind of by association… 
  If you’re associated with them people, not really depending on your 
size… you could be small and all that… if you’re associated with them 
then people will leave you alone because no one wants trouble with them 
(Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Gangs largely functioned in the imaginary and participants’ opinions were shaped 
by media hyperbole, as: “attention the gang receives may reflect more the 
sensational and (often) inaccurate coverage produced by the mass media than it 
does the objective reality of the street” (Hallsworth and Young 2008: 182).  
Unfortunately, ‘gang’ has become reductive wording, a: “transcendental signifier 
saturated with meanings” (ibid: 188, 184). 
 
How would you describe the area?  
 Uh- that’s hard. 
… 
  Basically the part of Boremund where I live in is not the baddest part.  
But the actual area … like a couple things go on get into drugs and things 
like that… like, you got more people with bikes that go missing.  That’s 
basically it.  But it’s not like a bad part where people are getting stabbed 
and things like that… 
So you like the area where you live? 
  Yea. (Alfie, Year 11, PRU) 
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Where did you grow up?   
  Here. 
Here being Boremund? 
  Yea. 
How would you describe the area?   
  It’s all right. 
All right? 
  Bit of a shithole. 
What specifically is a shithole about it? 
  It just is. (Jake, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Much has been written about the importance of locality (or territory) and 
working-class male identity (Willis 1977; McDowell 2003; Deuchar and Holligan 
2010), and I would argue that this attachment to locality was also framed by long-
standing history, as the majority of the boys in the study had grandparents who 
grew up in the area.    
 
The working-class preference toward locality – referred to as ‘territory’ by 
McDowell (2003) and ‘placism’ by Evans (2006; 2007) – and reluctance to 
associate with middle-class people (Skeggs 2002),82 and conversely the middle-
class reluctance to associate with them (Reay, Beedell et al. 2007), is problematic 
when one considers that social capital is produced through relationships, 
connections and group membership.  Furthermore, the working-class lack the 
power to associate with whomever they choose and middle-class practices of 
exclusion ensure they are ‘put in their place’.   In terms of locality, place and 
displacement, all three function as an essential foundation of identity work as 
they influence how young people structure their lives.  Reay and Lucey (2000b) 
describe ambivalence as a form of working-class resilience or refusal, a manner 
of viewing their locality as ‘good enough’.  In bearing the weight of their worlds, 
they argue that young people are engaging in the dual process of refusal and 
reclassification as a coping mechanism. 
 
                                                 
82 “Not being middle-class is certainly valued by many working-class social groups” (Skeggs 2002: 11). 
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Response to the Police 
 
While the boys may have had paradoxical answers to how they perceived their 
area, they all agreed that the police – and the racial profiling of the police – was a 
significant issue.  This came across in the use of visual images of a police officer 
with a weapon. 
 
 
 
Picture 8 – Occupational Masculinity Section: Picture 2 
 
Why don’t you like them? 
They think they’re top class; they think they’re about the law.  Some of the 
policemen are a bit all right…some of them just come out [with] ‘what you 
doing?’  Start asking random questions.  Just don’t like ‘em. (Connor, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
We see in Connor’s response again a reference to egalitarianism and the affron t to 
the working-class habitus to consider oneself better than another.  While Connor 
objects to police, his ‘top class’ reference is particularly telling. 
 
Why, because they’re suspicious? 
Say I’m just walking with my mates….say they’re walking, they’ll just 
follow us.  When we’re down West End and we’re walking in shops, they’ll 
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be like two of them walking along like shops that we go to…they’ll just 
follow us around. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
‘Cause I hate ‘em.  They have nothing better to do than searching kids on 
the street so… (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Why number  2?  
I just think.  When I’m just walking home or something I think they just 
cause each other or all that.  If we’re sitting on a wall, they’ll pull us over 
and too much hassle.  And pulling us over they’re wasting their own time 
because we’re not doing anything.  None of my mates smoke [cannabis] or 
anything – they’re wasting their time wanting to catch someone whose 
doing something wrong. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Okay, number  2, always a popular choice.  [laughter]  Why number  2? 
Uh, some police.  Most of the general police you come about around here 
are corrupt.  Really all corrupt.  Like they stop…like if there is a 
group…like they tend to say that a gang is a group of more than three 
people and normally there’s about seven of us and we literally get stopped 
twice every night by police for sitting on the street doing nothing. (Tommy 
B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Tommy B. highlights what he sees as a relationship between the power of the 
police and corruption, rendered through profiling and making false assumptions.  
Power and its ability to corrupt will be explored further in Section 7.6. 
 
Community Attitudes toward Education 
 
In terms of the wider community’s attitude toward education, the participants 
were clearly aware of how education was not a concept universally valued.  While 
the boys see education as important, they feel the pull of discourses which 
devalue education and characterize it as unimportant.  
 
Where you live, what do most people think about education?   
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  They want their kids to go to school but they don’t value it theirselves.  
Do you think that works?  If the parents don’t value education, then the 
students… 
  They won’t.  Say they didn’t value school it will rub off on their kids, and 
they don’t want to do well as school. 
Do you think many people have qualifications in your area?  Mixed bag? 
  It’s below the average in England, I know that.  I know it’s bad. (Charlie 
M, Year 11, London Academy) 
  
Where you live, what do most people think about education?   
  Well, where I live a lot of my mates have dropped out of school.  But I 
don’t want to go down that road so… 
Do you think many people have qualifications? 
  No.  ‘Cause a lot of my mates have jobs and they say ‘Alen, you don’t 
need GCSE’s’ but I say ‘it’ll look good to have GCSE’s but…’  
What type of jobs do they have, just out of curiosity? 
  Carpentry, stuff like that.  My mate’s an electrician.  He’s like 22. 
Those are good jobs to have, don’t get me wrong.  But you kind  of led on 
yesterday that you have higher aspirations… 
  Yea.  I don’t want to do what they’re doing.  I’m smart enough to get 
somewhere in life.  I got the potential. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Alen presents the balancing act and difficult identity work boys must undergo as 
they navigate their own trajectory (Reay 2002), shaped by various discourses and 
personal experiences.  Like many of the other boys, Alen’s habitus is a site of 
mediated individual aspiration and the collective history of the locale where his 
older peers are influential.  Similar to Alen, others boys referenced wider 
influences: 
  
Where you live, what do most people think about education?   
  It’s boring.  Most people don’t like going to school.  Like my mates, most 
of them have been kicked out of school.  They go to centre [PRU] and that 
and they said they’d do anything they can to get back into school. (George 
K, Year 10, London Academy) 
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Where you live, what do most people think about education?   
  Generally people in my area don’t care about it really ‘cause they’re all 
sort of people… when you think of people in a place like this.  They’re 
trouble-makers and they don’t care.  Like what you think about a place 
like this, that generally is like the people that live around my area.  So I 
don’t think they’re too bovvered about school. 
But you’re different because you kind of do care about school. 
  Because I understand how serious it is.  I just realize that if I don’t get 
anything here then it’s not going to aspire to me in the future. (Tom S, 
Year 11, PRU) 
 
Within the habitus, the schemes of perception are engendered through the 
internalization of the various discourses of the community environment.  What is 
occurring within the habitus is what Bourdieu refers to as a “twofold social 
genesis” where “schemes of perception, thought, and action” meet: “social 
structures, and particularly of what I call fields and of groups, notably those we 
ordinarily call social classes” (Bourdieu 1989: 14).  A disjuncture between the 
fields of the home and the wider community school can result in a habitus ‘tug’ 
where identities are ‘pushed’ (Ingram 2011) and the boys engage in a balancing 
act which re-affirms their counter-habitus. 
 
7.2   Admired and idealized students 
By contrast to my MEd findings, where boys value the students who could 
flexibly switch between being socially adept and academically adept, I found the 
white working-class boys at these three school sites did not often think in terms of 
admiration.  Admiring another person’s skills and looking up to someone 
conflicts with the disposition within the habitus of ‘no one being better than 
anyone else’.  While some people may be better at certain things in school that, in 
itself, does not mean proficiency is to be admired.  Obviously the boys did admire 
people but admiring someone has the potential to involve envy or jealousy while 
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my participants largely articulated satisfaction with what they had.  When asked 
which students they admired, the boys responded: 
 
  I don’t really admire no one in this school. (Thomas B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  I don’t.  No. (Thomas Blackmore, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
  I don’t really admire no one. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
  I don’t really admire anybody, nobody. (Frankie, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  I dunno.  I just do my things like, as I want to.  I don’t really look up to 
anyone.   (Liam, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
  I don’t have someone I admire. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Complementing Francis (2000), my previous MEd data found white working-
class males admired students who could balance their identity, retaining 
popularity and social acceptance while still achieving academically.  According to 
Francis, the participants in her study felt an idealized student “should have good 
social skills and have fun (though possibly outside lessons), as well as being 
hard-working” (66); yet this conception was gendered with the boys in her study 
appearing more concerned than the girls about exemplary behaviour in the 
classroom (67).  I would argue that my participants were reluctant to articulate the 
disposition to think in terms of admiration.  An idealized student was: 
 
  Someone who’s smart.  Good all around basically. (Charlie M, Year 11, 
London Academy) 
 
  The person is good at sports and is clever and smart. (Frankie, Year 11, 
London Academy) 
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 He’s good at everything really.  Like he gets on with his work. (Lewis, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Additionally, an idealized student could balance competing dispositions within 
the habitus, as both socially adept but also a student who got the work done:  
 
They’ll get the work done but they’ll chat at the same time.  It’s not 
boring, like it’s fun to – like they don’t get bored. (Terry, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
  Maybe because this person is really down to earth, always gets what 
needs to be done done – really smart. 
Is he really social? 
  Yea, yea. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
As the habitus is influenced by the field, the conception of the ideal student as 
able to balance the social with the learner identity was somewhat apparent at the 
school site where the education was of good standard, London Academy, but not 
as apparent at the other sites. 
 
Admiring Celebrities 
 
As opposed to admiring other learners or people who were educationally 
successful, the boys admired celebrities, particularly those who were good at 
sport, such as Ronaldo, Lampard, David Hayes and Mill Harris. When choosing 
from images of men, the boys often chose the picture of David Hayes, who they 
saw as clearly successful but also from a similar background and representative of 
the area. 
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Picture 9 – Occupations Masculinity Section: Picture 16 
 
Boxing because of David Hayes and because he’s from around here so I 
can sort of relate to him. (Charlie M, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
‘Cause I watched David Hayes fight the other day and I think it’s good.  
He comes form Boremund and he supports the same team as me.  And he’s 
a champion, like a world champion. (George K, Year 10, London 
Academy) 
 
Because David Hayes is a successful man and he’s local to this area. 
(Lewis, Year 10, PRU) 
 
David Hayes supports Millwall and he was brought up around this area, 
Boremund lad. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
 ‘Cause one it’s got a football stadium in the background and David Hayes 
he grew up in Boremund as well so it shows that people that come from 
rough areas can be successful. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
When David Hayes was mentioned, attention was always drawn to how his life 
circumstances were similar to their own.  Hayes’s ethnicity was never explicitly 
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mentioned.  However, David Hayes represents a paradox, a unique symbol; he 
overcame disadvantage and has worked his way up in the eyes of the boys 
becoming financially successful, yet he retains ‘loyalty to self,’ primarily through 
his use of masculinity in his profession as a boxer.  He is successful but also 
someone who retains a working-class masculinity founded on athleticism. 
 
Admiring Family 
 
Given the close-knit familial networks in this part of South London, it was 
unsurprising that the boys admired family more than anything.  I would argue the 
collective habitus of the white working-class in my study was a habitus focused 
on family and characterized by loyalty and acceptance. 
 
Who do you look up to/admire?  Some at school, family, celebrities…  
  I look up to my nan really. 
Why? 
  Like, when she was, like 16 she moved from Scotland to London and she 
just like – like her and my granddad moved from Scotland to England, to 
London actually.  Got jobs, got family.  Like she had to do all the cooking 
and everything by herself.  Like in the hard times, like the 70s when all the 
electric went off.  I admire her for that. (Charlie M, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Who do you look up to/admire? 
  My mum and dad. 
Why? 
  They brought me in.  They taught me right from wrong.  If I’ve got 
problems I can go and speak to them and that. 
  Yea. (Connor, Year 10, PRU) 
 
It is interesting to note that, as a whole, in admiring family members there were 
few references to gender.  However, some boys did rationalize their admiration 
through traditional gender roles.   
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Who do you look up to/admire? 
  My dad because he’s got a good job and loves his children and his wife.  
And he like supplies.  He brings home the bacon to my family basically. 
(Georgie H, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Who do you look up to/admire? 
  … 
  My dad really. 
Why your dad? 
  ‘Cause he’s manly and he was in the army and maybe I’m thinking about 
having a career in the army.  So obviously I talk to him about it and he 
gives me like responses and answers. (George K, Year 10, London 
Academy) 
 
Family was considered extremely important; when asked to select images that 
appealed to them, images of young fatherhood were popular choices. 
 
 
                   
 
Pictures 10 and 11 – Masculinity Variations Section: Pictures 18 and 9 
 
Why does that appeal to you? 
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He just looks happy, settled down nicely.  (Alen, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Number  18?  Ok, why does that appeal to you? 
Um, ‘cause it’s like a happy family basically. (Luke, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
So why does that appeal to you? 
It’s a proud day when your baby is born. (Thomas B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
7.3    Having ‘swagger’ and being ‘too chavvy’ 
Whilst many theorists would disagree, Peterson draws attention to how street life 
in these low-income communities can be exhilarating, especially for the young: 
“[i]n a world where jobs are dull, arduous or difficult to obtain and hold, it is 
more fun to hang out, make love, listen to and tell exaggerated stories of love and 
danger, plan parties and escapades, and exhibit one’s latest purchases or 
conquests” (1992: 625-6).  While I felt some of this was apparent in the South 
London locale, life on the street corners for the participants in my study was a 
place where they grappled with respectability and the difficult balancing act of 
having ‘swagger’ and being ‘too chavvy’.  In terms of context, the white working-
class boys in this study constructed their identities in a very different way than 
Willis’s white working-class boys (1977).  Dramatic shifts in 
occupation/workplace, community and relationships (Weis 2006) as well as the 
impact of consumer culture (Sweetman 2003) have altered identity processes 
where identity is arguably now: “both increasingly flexible and individualised, 
and must be reflexively constructed from the various image-sets that are 
available” (ibid: 531).  In an analysis of social identity and forms of collective 
expression, arguments have been put forth which focus on neo-tribes, ‘fluidity’, 
(life)styles and tastes where agents have considerable choice in constructing their 
identity (Bennett 2010). In my findings, my participants’ sense of style, and sense 
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of personal expression, was highly constrained by their perception of class and 
resources at their disposal.  
 
For this group of boys, style was tremendously important as a status signifier.  
Overall, within the focus groups, the most essential name-brands the boys 
mentioned were Ralph Lauren and Lacoste along with some sports brands like 
Nike and Adidas.  The use of visual methods in the focus group enabled the boys 
to discuss what they saw as a ‘respectable’ style for the area. 
 
What is swagger? 
  Like its good like…like he said… like colour-coordination…you have to 
have the right shoes, right trousers and right top. (Calum, Year 10, World 
School) 
 
In terms of dress, what is a good way to look?  Like what would you 
normally wear? 
  Frankie: Jeans and a long top. 
  Alen: Yea, and airforces.  That’s white boy dress sense – like here.  Like 
top dogs, gangstas. (Alen, Year 11, Frankie, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
In terms of dress, what is a good way to look on, like, an average day? 
Like casual?   
  Ryan: Yea, cas [ual]. 
  Liam: Like a nice pair of jeans and a nice top. 
  Connor: Like a tracksuit. 
There’s a big difference between a track suit and a nice pair of jeans, isn’t 
there? 
  Ryan: Yea, jeans are much smarter. 
  George: But sometimes you just want to bust out a track suit.  
  Liam: Yea, if you’re going to meet Alex, wear jeans.  
  Connor: {groan] 
  Liam: It’s true, though. 
 [laughter]. (Connor, Year 10, Ryan, Year 10, George G, Year 10, Liam, 
Year 10, London Academy) 
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Exploring the difficult balancing act between having ‘swagger’ and being ‘too 
chavvy,’ we can see that the boys are very aware of the image they create for 
themselves through their sense of fashion.  They were also aware of the 
stereotypes surrounding various fashion elements.   
 
  Tom: If you start dressing like a gangbanger then people will think 
you’re a gangbanger… 
Yes, so we do think… 
  Alfie: If you dress like a Muslim, they’ll think you’re a Muslim… you 
dress like a Boremund kid, they’ll think you’re a Boremund kid… 
But how do you dress like a Boremund kid, I guess is my question? 
  Alfie: Gray hoodie. 
  Tom: Drummond jacket. 
  Andre: If you dress up in expensive clothes 
  Tom: …then they’ll want to see some ID with the jacket.  
Yea, what’s the whole thing with hoodies in this country – we don’t have 
that in America.  Yea, we don’t have like in the newspapers reading 
about… we have hoodies in America but we don’t have people saying that 
people that hoodies are bad. 
  Alfie: …it’s nearly the same clothes and the same hoodies, but in 
England people get blamed for it… 
  Tom: It depends how you wear it… 
  Greg: Yea, a jacket that’s blue like this [pointing at Aflie], yea… and the 
hood’s red that’s like a Boremund jacket. 
  Tom: It depends how you wear it obviously…See if you got your hood 
up… Like if you wear a hat and a hood they’ll think you’re up to no good. 
(Tom S, Year 11, PRU, Greg, Year 11, PRU, Alfie, Year 11, PRU) 
 
Style must be read as performative elements of habitus that are linked to: 
“personal and classed, collective identities” (Archer, Hollingworth et al. 2007: 
234).  More specifically, “performances might be understood as agentic practices 
that aim to generate value and resist derisory discourses that position working-
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class identities as ‘worthless’ (ibid: 234).  Images number 12 and number 3 were 
widely considered as contrasting images by participants: 
 
  
Picture 12 – Working Class Masculinities Section: Picture 12  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 13 – Working Class Masculinities Section: Picture 3 
 
Number 12?  Why does number 12 look better? 
Frankie: It’s just a few mates having a beer.  
Is there a difference between twelve and six? 
Frankie: Yea, like… 
Luke: They’re more respectable. (Frankie, Year 11, Luke, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
They just look like normal guys having a good time.  They don’t look 
scruffy, like number 3.  Just hanging around on a street corner… (Georgie 
H, Year 10, London Academy) 
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Why does Image number 3 not appeal? 
They just look like idiots.  Like low-life. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Using Sayer’s categories (aesthetic, performative and moral) in their study of the 
white middle-class student’s conceptualization of social class, Hollingworth and 
Williams (2009) claim “[c]havs were most commonly defined by their brash and 
excessive dress and appearance (aesthetic); their careless, unruly and often 
violent behaviour (performative); and, in the context of schooling, their lack of 
respect for and disengagement with education (moral)” (473).  My par ticipants 
recognize the ‘chav’ style brings forth certain class stereotypes. 
 
Why number 3? 
Connor: I dunno, they’re all plodding.   
Plodding, what do you mean by plodding? 
Ryan:  Groups of lads and stuff having a good time. 
Connor: Just having a laugh sitting there. (Ryan, Year 10, Connor, Year 
10, London Academy) 
 
Ok, fair enough.  What about Image number 3?  What would you say about 
Image number 3? 
Lewis: Just the yobs.  They might not be up to no good but they might just 
be chilling. 
Talk to me about their sense of style. 
George: Yea, I don’t like the way they dress.  
Lewis: Yea, they look like tramps.  Tramps. 
Really? 
George: They look like pikeys. 
What about their shoes? 
Lewis: They’re not cool. [laughter] They’re not cool.  
George, do you agree with that? 
George: Yea. 
Lewis; They look like chavs actually. 
George: Has he got jeans tucked into his socks? 
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Lewis: Yea, that is definitely a pikey. (Lewis, Year 10, George Giles, Year 
10, London Academy) 
 
It has been argued (Hayward and Yar 2006; Tyler 2008) that social class in 
Britain today has undergone a reconfiguration, where traditional markers of social 
class (such as accent or education) are no longer salient determiners within 
contemporary consumerist culture.  What is interesting to note is how the boys  
focus on style and the posturing of the boys in image number 3 to express their 
dislike for what they perceive to be lower working-class males.  In reference to 
the social class labels used, Tyler (2008) reminds us that “class disgust not only 
motivates but sustains ‘the lower ranking’ of peoples,” where: “the figure of the 
chav is mobilised in ways that justify the continued division of society into those 
who can speak, act, and feel and those who are ‘spoken for’” (32).  Martin (2009) 
argues the chav style (which can subvert notions of exclusivity and inclusivity) is 
an attempt to “resolve symbolically, or magically, concrete problems that now 
confront what is arguably this ‘post-industrial youth underclass’” (141).  Overall, 
within the data, I would argue the boys found it difficult at various moments to 
articulate their social class awareness but the discussion of style enabled a space 
for this discussion.83  
 
And number 3? 
It’s like when you walk past you just know they’re going to say something 
so when you get to them you’d just cross the road or something.  I think 
that’s it. 
Nicely explained. 
Are they stylish or not stylish?  Or are they sort of in the middle?  
 I mean not with the trainers he ain’t.  He’s got a nice Adidas track suit.  
And the rest they’re not stylish. 
They’re not.  Would you label them as trampy or not?  
 Not trampy – like pikey-ish. 
… 
                                                 
83 There is a freedom in discussing style of dress in reference to social class.  Style is something that can be changed or altered, where the ability to alter social 
class can often be very problematic. 
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Do you think they’re quite imposing?  Do you think they would 
intimidate? 
Yea, they all seem to be looking around for something or someone or 
something to do – to make trouble. (Thomas B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
The boys tentatively distinguish their identity in part: “from what it is not and 
especially from everything it is opposed to; social identity is defined and asserted 
through difference” (Bourdieu 1984: 172).  In their dislike of Image number 3, 
Ingram’s (2011) analysis of the ‘smick’ provides a useful comparison where her 
boys engage with an uneasy tension, adopting a rough, working-class identity, the 
‘smick,’  to be subversive in the classroom but retaining a respectable working -
class identity in other contexts.  The boys in my study did dress like the boys in 
Image number 3, and to deviate from this Boremund norm would have been 
problematic.  Yet, I would argue that my participants are uncomfortable in this 
balancing act – or as Ingram writes in regard to her participants: “[t]hey do not 
want to appear to be working class and so reject an obvious working-class 
identity, but at the same time they waver in their commitment to this rejection” 
(2011: 297).  In terms of style, there is a careful balancing act in where 
belonging, class identity and also collective identity are in play. 
 
Ok, why number 3? 
The way they look.  They all look dopey.  They don’t care what they look 
like. 
Are their clothes stylish or not stylish? 
Not.  Definitely not.  Their trainers – looks he’s wearing a set of Astros, 
them two are wearing AstroTurfs – like what you wear for football.  And 
see them they’re alright, I got a pair of ‘em.  Then everything that they’re 
wearing as well.  That don’t go with that.  That, that’s a tracksuit -  I don’t 
like wearing tracksuits. (Tommy B, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Calum: They’re all yobs! 
Ben: They all look like they’re in a gang.  
Calum: Not them – they look like they’re on holiday. 
Ben: [pointing at number 3] Boremund boys. 
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Calum: No, that ain’t Boremund boys.  Don’t say that! 
Ben: No, I don’t like that one. 
No, I’m not saying you do but you said Boremund boy – number 3, why 
did you say that? 
Ben and Calum: ‘Cause they look like Boremund boys! 
So you wouldn’t identify yourselves as Boremund boys? 
Ben: No, [Callum] is. 
Calum: No, I am.  I actually dress like them. 
Ben: I don’t live in Boremund. 
Calum: I dress like them but I don’t want to be like them.  
Ronnie: Then don’t dress like them. 
What does that mean?  You dress like them but don’t want to be like 
them? 
Calum: That looks like my brother from behind. 
Calum – what do you mean ‘you dress like them but don’t want to be like 
them’? 
Calum: That’s the affordable clothes. (Ben, Year 10, Calum, Year 10, 
Ronnie, Year 10, World School) 
 
Calum cites the financial restrictiveness, and, during further interviews, it is fairly 
clear he has only the economic resources for ‘chav’ clothing of trackies and 
hoodies.  Through the use of visual images, I was able to gain insight into the 
balancing act of South-East London style.  Images that I would have assumed to 
be ‘chavvy’ were, in fact, not always.  The smallest detail, such as the brand of 
shoes, could heighten the status and take an image commonly associated with 
‘chav’ (a term consistently viewed by the boys as a negative) and re-appropriate it 
into a valued commodity.  The boys paradoxically despised the chav but still 
recognized stylistic elements and the hegemonic power of these elements in their 
immediate youth culture. 
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Picture 14 – Working Class Masculinities: Picture 7 
 
Charlie: Look there’s chavs. 
That’s kind of a cliché thing, chavs but yea, let’s look.  Why number 7? 
Charlie: They way they dress.  It’s too chavy.  They have Burberry on.  
It’s almost too exaggerated.  It’s not subtle.  
Terry: Mmm-mm 
Charlie: Yea. (Charlie M, Year 11, Terry, Year 11 London Academy) 
 
This analysis problematizes Nayak’s (2003c) study of Wiggers, Wannabes and 
White Negroes and reinforces his work on Real Geordies and Charver Kids.  
While white Boremund boys have brushed against multiculturalism, experienced 
mass communication and social networking systems, their local cultures are still 
heavily fixed (Nayak 2003c).  What is striking about Nayak’s analysis is how the 
media is particularly salient in shaping youth style as the Tyneside youth do not 
choose to embody the main visible minority, South Asians – instead they draw 
from African-American hip-hop culture (115).  Nayak’s work illustrates how 
local cultures “are no longer immune from international cross-fertilization” (106) 
which has extended the range of youth identities available and opened the door to 
hybridity.  For my participants there was an acknowledgement of the multiplicity 
and individualization of identity, but largely their style adhered to a set image.   
 
7.4    Aspirations: myths, reality and ambivalence 
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Another significant balancing act the boys negotiated was in regard to their 
aspirations.  The majority of the participants in my study were experiencing 
economic stratification and severe poverty juxtaposed against the influence of 
media which preached hyper-consumerism – this directly influenced how their 
gendered, classed and ethnic masculinities came into being and, I would argue, 
accounts for the paradoxical nature of some responses, especially regarding 
aspirations and employment.  As a researcher I was not only interested in what 
the boys wanted out of life but also how they saw success or achievement.  
Furthermore, the neoliberal discourses they faced in school often caused them to 
react and they responded by accentuating their egalitarianism, which became a 
form of either mediation or resistance. 
 
The dilemma for the boys in my study is similar to Corrigan’s (1979) qualitative 
work in which he argues that working-class boys are under a great deal of 
psychological tension.  Corrigan claims this psychological tension creates 
‘negative formation’ in which the boys he observed inverted the values of the 
school to solve the tensions (Corrigan 1979: 20).  Egalitarianism, though very 
different from the inversion in Corrigan’s work, could be seen as a process of 
making sense of such tensions.  The boys in my study exhibit a wide range of 
ambitions, some very realistic and some very unrealistic.   The pursuit of 
questions surrounding success or achievement also highlighted the contradictions 
within the habitus.  The commonality amongst these ambitions is the minuscule 
role education would play in them, which perhaps reveals how sceptical the boys 
are of using the education system as a ladder to occupational success.  Rather, 
they showed an interest in ‘quick money’ and ‘quick rise’ professions.   
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
  Money.  A nice girlfriend.  Big house. 
Because you are a Year 10 student so you must be thinking about the next 
step.  What are you going to do next? 
  Footballer.  That’s it. (Ryan, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
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  To become a professional footballer. (Thomas B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
What do you think you want most in life?  Like think of yourself in ten 
years… 
  To have a good job.  Money.  Nice house. 
So what would be a good job in your eyes? 
  Boxer. [laughter] (Tom F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
The use of sport to gain a celebrity lifestyle is not something new among young 
males and has been well documented at the primary school level (Swain 2000; 
Skelton 2010).  In this specific case, Thomas B actually had a realistic chance of 
using sport as a route to financial success, while other participants largely did not.  
I would argue that discussion around sport and success constituted a highly 
gendered conception of success.  There was some overlap here with a focus on 
money that was perhaps more class-based: 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
 I want to have a nice job…I want to have a nice job and that, getting paid 
a nice bit of money. (Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
To be successful. 
Like… 
To have a lot of money. 
That’s how you determine success. 
Yea. (Frankie, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
Money. 
Money? 
Yea, it’s got to be. 
Why money? 
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‘Cause.. 
Cause you can afford to buy everything else. 
Everything, everything is money like this school costs money, everything 
I’m wearing costs money. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Interestingly, George K who perhaps had the best chance of gaining middle-class 
status through his education, was quite vocal about wanting to be in the military, 
which he recognized as a job that would pay him very little as opposed to 
becoming a teacher, doctor or lawyer.  The most realistic version of ‘success’ for 
the boys centred upon construction work and entrepreneurialism.  Part of the 
attraction of entrepreneurialism as a profession was that it involved not being told 
what to do, not being dominated by a ‘boss’ figure, which was a process that was 
an affront to their ideology of egalitarianism. 
  
What do you think you want most in life? 
  To be successful.  Just successful. 
But how do you define successful? 
  Hopefully, I want out of my life…say I want to have my own business 
when I’m older, a plumbing company. (Tommy B, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
Alen, who often vocalized university as a pathway to ‘success ,’ did not cite 
money or prestige as an ultimate goal.  I would argue that Alen’s habitus is 
fragmented.   Archer and Hutchings’ (2010) study found many working-class 
students underwent identity work centring on a negotiation of “risk, cost and 
benefit” in order to pursue participation in post-16 education.”84 Such identity 
negotiations may result either in them ‘finding’ or ‘losing’ their working-class 
identities (Reay 2001).   
 
                                                 
84 Bourdieu criticizes Rational Action Theory (RAT) because it recognizes nothing but rational responses and fails to recognize how the agent is socialized.  
For Bourdieu, RAT is too narrow, ignoring the individual, collective history and structures and how these three issues are: “constituted in a complex temporal 
dialectic with the objective structures that produced them and which they tend to reproduce” (Bourdieu 1992: 123).  While risk, cost and benefit are important 
to human action, according to Bourdieu, it is not simply a reaction to stimuli as the agent is the product of a whole history of interaction. 
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What do you think you want most in life? 
  I want friends.  Because without friends…I dunno, I think friends are 
everything. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Alen holds very tightly to friendship because friendship and loyalty for him are 
equivalents of working-class success, and this disposition is essential to 
understanding why he may or may not pursue middle-class academic university-
orientated success.  To pursue a middle-class trajectory he would need to deny 
certain elements in his habitus.  In terms of career-orientated success, some of the 
participants were aware of their skills and talents, and also how their skills could 
translate into employment. 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
  I want to be a musician and I want to travel. 
I mean you live in the right city to be a musician.  You kinda like… 
  I’ll probably stay here to like study [but then] I’d like to move around. 
(George G, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
Think of yourself in 10 years time, 20 years time – what do you think you 
most want to get? 
  What do you mean – like job-wise? 
Job-wise, socially, whatever.. 
  I want a job in like a bank because I’m good at maths. (Lewis, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
What do you think you want most in life? 
  To be a football coach. 
Ok, so taking sports as a profession. 
  Yea, I’m doing stuff on Wednesday with Victory – like this Sports thing – 
they need someone to help out and I do it.  My PE teacher organized it for 
me. (Ben, Year 10, World School) 
 
In Burke’s (2007) study of men in a foundation course leading to higher 
education, she shows that when men can construct their educational participation 
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“as a project of becoming a (better man),” the form of hegemonic (or respectable) 
masculinity they aspire to is: “university educated, engaged in intellectual rather 
than manual labour, comfortable (but not too wealthy) and financially able to 
support a family” (422).  Interestingly, positioned across different and competing 
formations of identity, the men, according to Burke (2009): “draw upon imagined 
hegemonic masculinities in their struggle towards success and respectability” 
(22). 
 
For my participants, their aspirations incorporated themes of ambivalence and 
securing (manual) jobs which lacked competition, alongside the more unrealistic 
aspirations discussed above.  Trade work appealed to the boys for a variety of 
reasons.  Specifically, it was associated with a lack of (meritocratic) struggle, 
seeing a job done well (immediate feedback) and the physicality of the tasks.  In 
terms of ambivalence, trade work for many of the boys served as a valid 
alternative if they were ‘unlucky’ in their GCSE attainment.  Most boys had 
internalized two career trajectories, an ideal option (football star, musician, 
graphic designer) and a realistic option (bricklayer, plumber, etc.) and, in truth, 
throughout the course of seven interviews ranging over many months, they went 
back and forth between which option they preferred or desired.  The two students 
of Eastern European heritage, Alen and Amin, were consistently more 
aspirational, despite spending the majority of their lives in South London. 
 
Tell me a little bit about your interests? 
  Well, I’m thinking about coming back to this Sixth Form and carrying on 
with Business and ICT.  And hopefully I’ll go up to university and carry on 
with business – hopefully I’ll just work for a company and once I get used 
to it and understand everything then I’ll try and start my own business.  
(Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Tell me a little bit about your interests? 
  I’m interested in art and making stuff.  When I grow up I want to be a 
graphic designer.  My sister told me to go to Germany and live with her 
for like two years – to learn the language.  Then go to school there, 
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university there.  Then give me a Deutsche Bank – like an intern[ship], 
like something you go to when you’re a student… 
Like an internship? 
  Yea. ‘Cause she works there.  She’s going to get me into that.  From then 
on I’m going to choose to go into financial business or like the graphic 
design.  I want to go to like college – I think it’s London College of 
Communication…yea, yea… I want to go there til I’m like eighteen  and 
then I’ll move to Germany. (Amin, Year 10, World School) 
 
By contrast, the native white British students had more realistic aspirations.  
 
Tell me a little bit about your interests? 
  I do a course, a construction course.  That’s at – It’s part of the school.  I 
go every Tuesday.  And my other interests are like football and stuff like 
that. 
So tell me about this construction course because I don’t know anything 
about it… 
  Basically, when you’re in school and you’re not achieving the highest 
levels you can – you go to this place and this place is like woodwork but 
you get two qualifications out of doing it. 
Do you enjoy it? 
  Yea, it’s alright. 
What do you like about it? 
  Instead of sitting down in the classroom and doing work, it’s like 
practical… (Liam, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
What’s a good job in your books? 
  Me? 
Yea. 
  I like going into the cooking industry maybe.  Like I was thinking my 
stepdad’s a plumber so if nothing works out.  Say if I don’t get Sixth Form 
because I’m applying to colleges as well… I could do a construction 
course so… 
So construction or sixth form? 
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  Basically, college to do construction or sixth form to carry on with my 
studies…whichever one accepts me. (Charlie M, Year 11, London 
Academy) 
 
In this case, Charlie’s non-negotiable aspiration is occupational, but he is 
ambivalent about the route to it. He would prefer to follow the educationally 
aspirational route of sixth form if possible, but this is not crucial to him because 
there is not just one route to his central, occupational aspiration. Like him, many 
of the boys value a ‘Plan A’ where they follow the ‘aspirational’ academic 
trajectory favoured by the dominant neo-liberal ideology so long as this can co-
exist with their occupational aspirations. If they could not achieve an academic 
‘Plan A,’ they immediately defaulted to traditional routes to achieve their 
occupational aspirations guided by local and familial ties (social capital) which 
they hope will lead them to traditional working-class occupations.   
 
Bourdieu (1993) writes: “Destined by their lack of cultural capital to almost 
certain academic failure, these young people are nevertheless placed in conditions 
likely to raise their aspirations, often remaining there until a fairly advanced age” 
(185).   The school inclines these young people to reject manual labour and 
working-class conditions generally, according to Bourdieu, which: “leads them to 
reject the only future accessible to them but without giving any guarantee for the 
future that it seems to promise” (ibid).  While this may be fairly accurate, there is 
a long history of white working-class boys excluding themselves from education 
at a young age.  In my study, many of the boys, were realistic and pragmatic in 
setting themselves on a vocational track. 
 
So they must be thinking about your future.  So what are you thinking 
about for next year? 
I just applied for college doing a plumbing course.  Which is like if you do 
Level 1, if you pass that you go onto Level 2, pass that – even if it’s 
volunteer you got to get a job or an apprenticeship then you do Level 3.  
So you get three qualifications out of plumbing. 
How long would that take? 
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Three years.  To do Level 3.  It’s a one year course, each thing. (Tommy B, 
Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Marks (2003) argues that by examining why white working-class boys have 
historically ‘opted out’ of education, we can follow shifts in the root causes of 
what he refers to as ‘ambivalence’ over their future prospects. Over time 
‘ambivalence’ has remained constant, but the reasons for its manifestation have 
altered alongside developments in gender and economic restructuring.  In the 
1950s and 1960s the white working-class rejected education in deference to the 
middle or upper-class where it was ‘not for the likes of us’ whilst in the 1970s 
and 1980s education had little relevance to one’s future and instead working-class 
boys ‘had a laff’  as they went straight from school to the labour market or 
vocational training (ibid: 86-88).     
 
What do you think you want most in life?  Like where do you see yourself 
going?  Big question, I know. 
  I don’t really know what I want really.  Go day by day really.  Do what I 
can for the day – whatever happens happens.  I don’t really have… 
And what’s for you after GCSEs? 
  I dunno.  I’m just going to see what qualifications I get and what I could 
get with them.  If I get high then I have a lot to choose from.  If I get low 
then there are certain things… they’re going to hold me back from getting 
certain things.  Yea, its fairly structured what I want to do… (Tom S, Year 
11, PRU) 
 
In considering aspiration, Lamont and Lareau (1988), define four types of 
exclusion.  First, self-elimination refers to the process by which individuals adjust 
their aspirations to their perceived chances of success. They do this according to 
lack of ease in specific social settings and a lack of familiarity with their cultural 
norms. Second, over-selection refers to the obstacles faced in social settings by 
individuals with less valued cultural resources, when they are expected to 
outperform their cultural ‘handicap’. Relegation, the third form, occurs when 
individuals receive less from their educational investment because they have 
landed in a less desirable position. The last form is direct exclusion.  The boys 
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come to see academic success as a symbolically legitimated form which not only 
falls largely beyond their grasp but also beyond their desire. In terms of 
aspiration, Bourdieu would claim “working class students do not aspire highly 
because…they have internalized and reconciled themselves to the limited 
opportunities that exist for those without much cultural capital” (Swartz 1997: 
197). We must remember the rejection of schooling for many working-class boys 
is a (gendered and classed) performance – for the most part they are excluding 
themselves from what they are already excluded from (Bourdieu and Passeron 
1977; Bourdieu, Accadro et al. 1993).  I would argue that the boys in my study 
are engaged in elements of self-elimination but the situation is far more complex.  
 
The boys were aware that going to university would make them eligible for more 
secure and lucrative employment but that did not always translate into a desire to 
engage more with the learning required for university qualifications.  With 
students who had older siblings who had pursued A-levels, there was more 
aspiration and more references made to the difficulties in obtaining employment.   
 
Here, it should be noted that there is a reluctance amongst the boys to compete.  
A ‘happy with less’ rationale was usually directly linked to references to family 
as the most important thing in life.  When asked about Bill Gates during the focus 
groups, the boys saw him as a celebrity who is to be respected and simultaneously 
disrespected.  The boys widely believed Gates ‘came from nofing’85 and was 
respectable (though not always admirable), but the fact that he was not leaving his 
massive fortune to his children was considered an affront to the value of loyalty 
to family that each boy held in high regard. 
 
Marks argues that today we are witness to how ‘Learning to Labour’ has shifted 
to a “generation of ‘lost boys’ from the ‘sink’ estates” who, he argues, are 
“Learning to Loaf” where they see that education cannot guarantee a career.  
Hence they question the point of it (2003: 85).  My research reaches less 
pessimistic conclusions since my participants clearly did value education even if, 
as Mickelson (1990) has noted, their behaviour did not always reflect this. 
                                                 
85 Bill Gates came from an upper middle-class background, but because he was a university drop-out the boys considered him not an academic achiever. 
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Neither did they exhibit a desire to ‘loaf’ nor any admiration for those who did 
not have a good job which would support them and their family.  
 
Conceptions of Failure 
 
When analysing aspiration, it is interesting to consider conceptions of failure.  As 
Lucey and Reay (2002) observe, the notion of academic excellence and success 
cannot exist without reference to its other: failure.  Some students must be 
identified as failures so others can be identified as successes.  In my data, the 
boys’ conceptualization of failure was shaped by neoliberal rhetoric.  Willis 
argues that his ‘lads’ were largely unaware of their social status: “a working-class 
hero may well be something to be, but it is an essentialist construction of 
discourse, not one of the ethnographic presentation and analys is” (Willis 2004: 
178).  At this point, I remain sceptical because I feel that Willis’s lads do exhibit 
reflexivity as do my participants.  While the ‘lads’ articulations may not be as 
clear, and there may be reluctance to engage with social class as a part of their 
reality, they are aware of the hierarchical discourses they are often exposed to, 
especially in the school environment.  When choosing from a series of images, 
my participants found the Tesco worker to represent failure. 
 
 
 
 
Picture 15 – Occupational Masculinity: Picture 4 
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Another image that doesn’t appeal to you?  
[selects number 4] 
So number  4, working at Tescos, is that kinda like your worst nightmare? 
I wouldn’t want to like stack shelves. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Ok, number 4.  Why does number 4, working in Tescos, not appeal to you? 
Boring. 
Repetitive. 
Doing the same job everyday. (Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Why is that unappealing to you? 
Yea, because if I was ever in his situation I would just feel like I 
underachieved.  I don’t belong there, I should be achieving better things 
than cashiering. (Tom S, Year 11, PRU) 
 
The Tesco worker is consistently constructed in the school context as an 
‘undesirable’ and as an individual who has few qualifications and, consequently, 
works a menial job.  How the boys perceive this work is therefore shaped by the 
neoliberal agenda and the achievement ideology of the school environment 
(Davies and Bansel 2007; MacLeod 2009). 
 
 
7.6    Wanting power and not wanting power 
 
The final part of my argument concerning the egalitarianism of the boys’ habitus 
considers their conceptualizations of power over other people, as well as power 
broadly.  As a way of accessing their perception of power, participants were 
provided with a set of various items to prioritize (Table 9).  They were then asked 
to rank in order a set of 11 priorities from most important (1) to least important 
(11).   
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Table 9 – Priorities 
 
Priorities Average 
Rank 
Being treated with respect 3.1 
Getting a successful job in business 3.3 
Being loved 4.7 
Having lots of friends 5.2 
Helping someone in need 5.5 
Buying a house  5.9 
Looking good 6.3 
Falling in love  7.5 
Having sex 7.6 
Getting power  7.7 
Stopping racism/prejudice/homophobia  8.0 
 
Each participant came up with a completely different list and the prioritizing 
activity served as a way of exploring what the boys considered to be important.  
As a researcher I was surprised by how seriously the boys took the task, 
preferring not to rush through it and sometimes changing their lists several times 
in order to ensure that it was a precise representation of their priority structure.    
 
The neoliberal discourse, enacted here with the discourse of employability, 
emphasizes that individuals ensure they have economically valuable skills and 
flexibility necessary to meet the requirements of a shifting employment market 
(Burke 2009).  While my participants may want to do well and secure a job in 
business (over half of the boys’ listed ‘getting a job in business’ as the highest 
priority), they did not equate a job in business with gaining respect.  When 
considering aspiration and habitus, Bourdieu’s: “theory that the habitus engenders 
aspirations that reflect objective probabilities seems accurate” (MacLeod 2009: 
117). ‘Being treated with respect’ ranked high on their priority lists, but for many 
of them respect came from family or peers, not from an occupation.  Interestingly, 
‘getting power’ was nearly universally put as a low priority, and every student, 
minus two, did not think getting qualifications gained them power.   
 
Why have you put having power there? 
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‘Cause you don’t need to have a lot of power.  Like obviously you need a 
bit of power or otherwise people just think you’re nothing no matter what 
he thinks or whatever.  You need power. 
When you say the words ‘getting power,’ what immediately jumped to 
your mind? 
Having people that are respectful. (Terry, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
Extending our knowledge concerning what I have termed egalitarianism, what is 
interesting to consider is Thornton’s (1995) work on sub-cultural capitals where 
these capitals become the:  
linchpin of an alternative hierarchy in which the axes of age, gender, 
sexuality and race are all employed in order to keep the determinations of 
class, income and occupation at bay.  Interestingly, the social logic of 
subcultural capital reveals itself most clearly by what it dislikes and by 
what it emphatically isn’t. (105) 
Whilst Thornton applies this to clubbers and ravers, I would argue that in my 
study the sub-cultural capital of distancing oneself from having power over others 
was a process by which my participants distinguished themselves against the 
mainstream. In North America, researchers have highlighted the issue of the 
pressure experienced by Black youth and their families to conform to often 
competing, mainstream values versus preserving their cultural identities (Carter 
2005).  Carter (2005) distinguished between dominant and non-dominant cultural 
capital. The former constitutes the cultural knowledge and skills of high-status 
racial, ethnic and socio-economic groups – in the US case, the White middle 
class. Non-dominant cultural capital: “consists of a set of tastes, appreciations, 
and understandings, such as preferences for particular linguistic, musical, and 
dress styles, and physical gestures used by lower status group members to gain 
‘authentic’ cultural status positions in their respective communities’” (Carter 
2005: 50).  As we have seen with egalitarianism the boys have an investment in 
non-dominant cultural capital focused on loyalty to self, average-ness and 
difficult balancing acts which shape their conceptions of power. 
 
Having power you have down quite low which is quite consistent actually.  
So why did you put it there? 
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I don’t really care about having power over people.  It’s not the way I am. 
(Luke, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
So why have you put ‘getting power’ there? 
‘Cause I don’t care if I’m not powerful.  I just want to be an everyday person.  
I don’t want to be like upper class and stuff like that. (Georgie H, Year 10, 
London Academy) 
 
As we can see from Georgie H.’s response, average and ordinary are reflected in 
the conversations regarding power and attaining power. 
 
 ‘Getting power’ at the end.  You can’t just leave that hanging?  Why is i t 
at the end? 
Just no need.  Dunno. 
So would it be true to say that when you put ‘getting power’ beside 
‘gaining respect’, getting respect is much more important?  
Yea, I’d say so. 
So when you see ‘getting power’ what do you think I mean?  
I’d say like people are scared of you or something like that. 
Also a bit of ambition there too. 
Yea. (Tom F, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
 ‘Getting power’ is your second from the bottom.  Getting power is quite 
low on your list? 
Because there’s no power I want to get.  I just want to be an average 
person who just works and makes enough money to pay the bills and stuff.  
With ‘getting power’ – when you see those two words, what did you see in 
your mind? 
Leader of some sort. (Alen, Year 11, London Academy) 
 
In these responses, having power was part of a social class identity.  The rejection 
of power can be interpreted as a component within the habitus (produced through 
social positioning or experience and providing dispositions) that can contribute to 
or reinforce their perceptions of their social world. 
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Why is ‘getting power’ so low? 
Because getting power is not important in my life. 
Or maybe ‘respect’ is more important that ‘power’?  
Definitely. (George K, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
 ‘Getting power’…that’s always consistently come down low and it’s 
come down low for you as well. 
Everyone has their own power.  You don’t feel you have to get power 
because you have your own power.  Like you don’t really need others to 
see. (Lewis, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
The boys usually engaged in a process of dis-identification from power.   When 
‘power’ is seen as ‘respect,’ they valued it quite highly – however, when the boys 
saw ‘power’ as ‘having power over other people’ or ‘control,’ they dis-identified. 
This is a class rendering of power and contrasts with the gender work of Mills 
(2001b), in which he argues that: “masculinity is often at its most ‘glorious’ when 
it presents the domination of other men” (23).  The boys’ approach to power , 
therefore, suggests a rejection of competitive aspirations based on a competition 
for top status jobs.  Furthermore, their rejection could be seen as a rejection of 
neoliberal discourses of mobility and competitiveness – instead they look for 
stability and dependability in the infrastructure of respectable occupations, which 
were previously the: “traditional bases of white male material power” (Weis 
1990: 66; Weis, Fine et al. 1997; Winlow 2001).  Their habitus is characterized 
by a disposition toward reliability and loyalty.  Their aversion to the competitive 
pursuit of power raises questions for a school system in which Martino and 
Pallotta-Chiarolli (2003) claim “power relations and constructs around 
domination and authority are being played out and systematically legitimated” 
(208). By not participating in competition working class boys prepare for a 
‘McJob’ (Bottero 2009: 9), post-industrial employment where they will ‘learn to 
serve’ (McDowell 2003).  Power was also depicted as a force which had the 
potential to corrupt. 
 
When you see the words ‘getting power’ what do you think of? 
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  How – like usually when you have power people don’t act the same 
around you.  You know what I mean. 
Ok… like they see you as.. 
  Yea, but they won’t say anything to you because you’re …  
…the one that has the power. (George G, Year 10, London Academy) 
 
When you see the words ‘getting power’ what do you think of?  
  It kinda reminds me…Reminds me of the dates between 1939 and 
1945…reminds me a bit of Adolf.  I don’t think of it in a good way. 
(Calum, Year 10, World School) 
 
Whilst the ranking of a ‘successful job in business’ suggests occupational 
aspiration was a key priority for the boys, my questioning went on to explore 
more deeply what the much desired ‘good’ job was and whether it was an end in 
itself, a tool in achieving a financial return or a route to social status. A perceived 
financial return would suggest that occupational aspiration was in fact a proxy for 
material aspiration whilst equating a good job to social status might suggest a link 
to the social mobility agenda and that they did indeed aspire to becoming middle-
class. In terms of seeing qualifications as empowering, ten of the students did not 
equate having qualifications with gaining power, six said qualifications ‘sort  of’ 
led to power or was at least a starting point, while only three students felt that 
getting qualifications would increase their power.  The range of responses was in 
no way dependent on the school or year group of the participants.  
 
7.7  Conclusion 
This chapter has focused on numerous balancing acts the boys must engage with, 
alongside the last element of egalitarianism, which is ambivalence in regard to 
power.  Through discussions of their community, I have attempted to detail how 
the boys’ perception of their immediate locale is conflicted.  Extending our 
knowledge of how egalitarianism is a counter-habitus against the neo-liberal 
ideology, the boys’ reluctance to ‘admire’ others reveals how their dispositions 
are largely non-hierarchical.  In terms of style, the boys strive for swagger, but 
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are aware of how their clothing can be pathologized as “too chavvy”.  
Egalitarianism was discussed in reference to future aspirations where the boys 
recognized limitations in what they wanted to achieve.  By focusing on these key 
areas, I have attempted to show the balancing act within the habitus that establish 
certain dispositions.  
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Chapter 8 – Conclusions 
 
Schools are settings comprised of ambiguities and contradictions, where power 
relations and hierarchical tensions (Wexler 1992) may distort the learning 
experiences for the majority of working-class students “faced with institutional 
processes of cultural exclusion, marginalisation and subordination” (Mac an 
Ghaill 1996: 169), and which ultimately shape their intersectional subjectivities 
and engagement.  Despite a collective habitus characterised by a disposition 
towards egalitarianism, each boy in the study experienced school in a different 
way.  In his analysis of social groups, Bourdieu recognizes a degree of uniformity 
but also recognizes diversity between members, as individual social trajectories 
diverge and converge from one another (Reay 2004b: 434).  I have attempted to 
explore the collective habitus and the ways in which the boys articulate it.  
 
Referencing my first research question, ‘What can we learn from white working-
class boys’ educational experiences and responses to these experiences?’ I believe 
my data reveals how the habitus of white working-class boys is divided against 
itself (Reay 2002: 223), or, more specifically, how the egalitarian habitus is 
pushed and pulled, challenged by the forces of neoliberal rhetoric.  Habitus is 
multifaceted: it is embodiment, agency, a compilation of collective and individual 
trajectories, fluid/restrained and an intricate interplay between past and present.  I 
have considered how the field structures the habitus and also how the habitus, as 
a logic of practice, contributes to making the field meaningful.  To view habitus 
as overtly unconscious and pre-reflexive (McNay 1999; Sweetman 2003; Adams 
2006), underestimates the actors’ rationality and reflexivity (Sayer 2005: 16).  
Through the method of habitus, the data reveals how social identities influence 
learner identities in terms of aspiration, self-identification and the influence from 
family life. 
 
Within this part of South London, these working-class boys operate within 
structural constraints and are pulled by forces that they actively and consciously 
manipulate. Critics of Bourdieu have argued that habitus fails to allow space for 
this kind of conscious, calculative decision-making – the space where there is a 
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dialectical relationship between objective structures and internal subjectivities 
(Nash 1990; McNay 1999).  Through the interviews and focus groups, the data 
shows the habitus of the boys in my study as a space where objective structures 
and internal subjectivities are in constant negotiation.  As the habitus is 
permeable, the boys adopt certain elements of neoliberal success, but ultimately 
this is a one-sided story where the central narrative is one characterized by 
egalitarianism.   
 
Though the habitus is difficult to alter, Bourdieu (2002) recognizes it can be 
changed and, if this is so, we must consider why it resists change, how it resists 
change, and how it comes to be reaffirmed.  As a result of the disjuncture between 
school and family life, the habitus for my participants is in conflict  and is 
reaffirmed as a counter-habitus.  While Ingram (Ingram 2009) argues that the 
collective habitus reinforces social norms and the school inculcates a habitus that 
reinforces its institutional habitus, my data supports the ability of the habitus to 
resist the institutional habitus.  The resistance to change comes when 
“dispositions encounter conditions (including fields) different from those in 
which they were constructed and assembled,” where there exists a: “dialectical 
confrontation between habitus, as structured structure, and objective structures” 
(Bourdieu 2002: 31).  While the neoliberal discourse is adopted at times, the 
disposition toward egalitarianism is a resisting oppositional discourse, a strategy 
which might be understood as an agentic practice to generate value. 
 
Referencing my second research question which examined the use of 
intersectional questioning, or ‘What gendered, classed and ethnic identity factors 
enable white working-class boys to engage or disengage with education and 
learning?’, the data reveals egalitarianism is influenced by all three, though the 
weighting was also dependent on the field and there was overlap.  Gender was 
particularly salient in my participants’ comments on hegemonic masculinity and 
‘able’ learner identity.  In terms of class identity references to loyalty to self, 
conceptualizations of power, reluctance to identify admired and idealized students 
revealed a very specific class ideology which influenced their learner identity and 
engagement.  Their ethnic identity was largely revealed through what they saw as 
transgressions to an established normative as seen in comments on othering and 
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style.  When considering the third research question, ‘What does my perception of 
their experience with the daily processes of schooling tell us about white 
working-class educational ‘failure’?’ we see these school sites as places where the 
boys value average-ness, ordinariness, ‘middling’ – ultimately, where they want 
to ‘fit in’ rather than ‘stand out.’  Also, we see how they are wary of the 
corrupting force of power and having power over others.  They do not see 
attaining qualifications as empowering and, most importantly, they do not want, 
or are willing to admit, they want power. 
 
Implications for Policy and Practice 
During the course of the research, it was difficult to see what the implications were 
for policy and practice.  As a former teacher in this part of South London, much of the 
research process was about disassociating myself from that role and embracing the 
role of school-based ethnographer.  However, now looking back, I see how we could 
create better schools for the boys in this study as well as other students. 
First, I strongly feel the neoliberal ideology surrounding the conception of 
meritocracy – that good exam grades will equal good jobs – has a huge influence on 
how the boys negotiate their education.  Infused with a neoliberal prerogative, the 
policy discourse on aspiration results in the entrenchment of education in the rhetoric 
of qualifications and competition, learning skills equate with access to high status or 
high income employment. This aspiration rhetoric is a major aspect of the behaviour 
management in each one of the school sites where boys were consistently told they 
must pay attention and work hard or risk failure.  Obviously educators use this 
strategy to gain control and to motivate, but I would make the argument that this 
ideology was counterproductive, usually resulting in the boys’ exhibiting anxiety and 
descending quickly into behaviours which reaffirmed their self worth (Jackson 2002; 
2003). 
Second, as an extension of this reductive aspiration rhetoric, the school did very little 
to raise the aspiration of its students and to actively engage them with professions 
they may have not previously considered.  The boys knew the value of education but 
the majority of the participants saw education as a risk rather than a certainty, where 
their educators saw education as the certainty and low-skilled employment as the risk.  
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The exception here was with the PRU, which practiced some schemes focused on 
music making and business. 
Third, vocational training, which the boys valued, was not valorised by the school.  
Vocational work in this part of South London is highly respected within the 
community, and to see these professions considered important by school officials 
would have possibly altered how the boys perceived the schooling environment.   
Educators could have shown why education was essential for these jobs, since many 
of the boys felt the curriculum lacked relevancy. 
 
Limitations of the Study 
This study had many limitations and I will highlight a two interrelated limitations 
concerning time.  First, I would have definitely wanted to spend more time with the 
boys in the school environment.  Following the boys from classroom to classroom 
was not always feasible, and I would have liked to see how they responded to 
different pedagogies and how their behaviour may have been influenced by a degree 
of challenge.  It was nearly impossible, due to scheduling, for me to see them in 
sports, which would have added something to the gender dynamic of the analysis.  
Despite doing seven interviews or focus groups over the course of many months, I felt 
the more interesting data presented itself at the end of the project when a certain 
amount of trust was present.   
Second, the study would have benefited from me spending more time with the boys 
outside the school environment and interviewing families, in order to understand how 
egalitarian habitus, average-ness, ordinariness and ‘middling’ was fostered in the 
home.  The knowledge of how the parents viewed middle-class aspirations would 
have been an aspect that would have deepened the analysis.  
  
Recommendations for Future Research 
More empirical work needs to be conducted on the relationship between neoliberal 
educational practices, which are governed by the “four Cs—change, choice, chances 
and competition,” (Pheonix, 2004, p. 229) and how these practices form boys’ 
subjectivities and, consequently, their sense of social mobility.   In terms of future 
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research, I am curious to explore how the boys in the study perceive different 
aspirations (Stahl 2012) and also what activities they enjoy and excel at (Stahl and 
Dale 2012). 
Based on data not included in this PhD, I was able to do an analysis of the boys’ 
aspirations when I looked at educational aspirations, occupational aspirations and 
material aspirations (Stahl 2012).  My findings on the subjective nature of aspirations 
support the view that disaffection, disengagement, and so-called educational 
underperformance (whether active or passive) can be studied within a broader social 
context.  The boys’ views about aspiration showed that they will have to negotiate 
difficult tensions between their occupational and lifestyle aspirations and the morality 
of loyalty that surrounds them.  I argue that, for these boys, their concept of aspiration 
originates from a nexus of learner and social identities, which were heavily influenced 
by neoliberal educational practices and intertwined with conceptions of a so-called 
good life. My research attempted to explore the complex interaction between the 
participants’ subjectivities and the system in which they were embedded to reveal the 
taxing identity work it forced them to undertake. Archer and Hutchings (2000) 
purported that many working-class students have to undergo identity work in order to 
pursue participation in higher education. Reay (2001) asserted that, for the working-
classes, participation in post-16 education required a negotiation of “risk, cost and 
benefit” (p. 556). 
Unfortunately, there has been little educational research in working-class boys’ 
identity work surrounding learning practices where boys actively engage. Within 
music education, it has been well documented that boys, particularly working-class 
boys, tend to opt out and view music education as a ‘feminised’ subject, when 
actually music arguably ‘provides an ideal medium through which dominant forms of 
masculinity can be problematised’ (McGregor and Mills 2006: 222). Alongside the 
PhD study, I worked closely with a music teacher in an urban area of the North-East 
where white working-class boys developed new skills, specifically in DJ-ing and MC-
ing. Through these new skills, our participants invert the “bad boy,” anti-school, 
masculine identity in favour of teaching one another and enjoying a challenge.  
Within the literature on anti-school cultures amongst school boys, it has been argued 
that it is important for educators to equip these learners with the necessary capacities 
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to interrogate gender binaries and reflect on how they construct their masculinities 
(Mills 2001a; McGregor and Mills 2006). 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
In conclusion, I consider the final research question, ‘What contribution can 
Bourdieu’s theoretical framework and intersectional analysis make to our 
understanding of these questions?’ This thesis has made four contributions to the 
existing body of work.  Firstly, it has added to empirical research on working-
class boys and schooling.  The focus on experiences in education and the 
emphasis on the intersectional questioning of gendered, classed and ethnic 
identities in their engagement with schooling enabled me to develop a 
conceptualisation of egalitarianism as a value system which existed outside the 
dominant symbolic (Skeggs 2004b: 88).  In particular, my study examined 
identity according to the nexus of social and learning identities, and how the 
habitus interacts with school structures and ethos focused on the achievement 
ideology. 
 
Secondly, this thesis has contributed to Bourdieu’s theory of practice , specifically 
in the area of intersectional questioning.  By considering what I call intersectional 
questioning, I examine gender, class and ethnic identity constructs in different 
fields and how the fields influence the boys to draw on different facets of their 
habitus.  This analysis has, I hope, enabled for a more nuanced understanding of 
the difficulties and complexities involved in being educationally successful and 
working-class.  It is important to consider the heterogeneity of working-class 
boys and how this heterogeneity is established along the lines of intersectional 
thinking dependent on field. 
 
Thirdly, I extended Ingram’s work with working-class males and visual methods 
and found the process incredibly compelling.  Through the use of photographs, I 
was able to break down hierarchical tensions, provide humour, and understand 
some of the difficult identity work the boys were experiencing.  This method 
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reduced anxiety, and participants were much more relaxed than through a 
standard interview or focus group format. 
 
Finally, for the boys in this study educational experiences, specifically in regard 
to neoliberal processes, I argue, reaffirmed their disposition toward egalitarianism 
which became a counter-habitus in the school context.  Understanding how the 
boys view social class and their own social class identification is essential to 
understanding their paradoxical responses.  Their reflexivity as to their place on 
the hierarchy had an influence on whether they ‘bought in’ or ‘bought out’ of 
education, though this is pushed and pulled along a continuum.  In terms of 
‘fixed’ and ‘fluid’ identity shifts, I strongly feel the boys that were able to engage 
in their education had elements of fluidity where they could assume different 
dispositions within the schooling environment from those adopted beyond the 
school environment.  Nearly every participant recognized that they adopted 
different identities at different times.  However, many articulated frustration at 
not being ‘better behaved’ in school and engaging in identity processes that were 
counterproductive to their success. 
 
This research is a partial story of how some working-class boys are engaging with 
their school experience and also how they see school (and education) playing a 
role in their lives.  Egalitarianism characterizes their relationship with other white 
working-class boys, and it would be interesting to explore how egalitarianism 
functions in relation to their interactions with girls and with boys of other 
ethnicities.  I have attempted to make links between the inner emotional worlds 
and psychic processes of individuals (Reay 2005) and the worlds they experience 
as learners in a particular education system at a specific moment in history.  
Although I spent a considerable amount of time at each school site, I now feel 
that, with the benefit of hindsight, more work could have been done on the boys’ 
home lives and family background.  I did attend community meetings and a 
parent’s evening at each school site where I spoke with parents in a casual 
manner, but ultimately the study would have benefited from me distancing myself 
from the institution and engaging more with their community and the home lives.  
An ethnography that brings together the home life of the boys with their 
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experiences at school would better explore some of the processes I have 
attempted to highlight. 
 
Ultimately, this study has made me consider identity construction from multiple 
angles.  I have been pushed to understand the diversity of dispositions toward 
education and how these dispositions are formed by experiences.  Despite the fact 
that many of the boys will achieve the standard A-C pass rate, their lives will still 
be heavily influenced by inequalities and injustices.   
 
Because schools do not address social class or develop reflexive thinking around 
social class (other than through the fire-and-brimstone achievement ideology), the 
boys were largely unable to fully consider how their social class was formed.  
Referencing Bourdieu, Mills (2008) writes: “[m]any marginalised students, for 
example, take things for granted, rather than recognising that there are  ways that 
their situation could be transformed” (82).  While Mills’ statement largely ignores 
the potential restrictive power of habitus, I do believe the institution should be 
contending with the sensitive dynamics of social class and that students should be 
encouraged to analyse social class in their society, as opposed to taking their so -
called realities for ‘granted.’  The focus must be on existing knowledges of 
working-class young people, but also on pedagogies which emphasize a 
collectivist approach to the learner, as opposed to a competitive one (Perry and 
Francis 2010).   
 
My final thoughts are with the participants.  Over the course of my research, I 
met, got to know, and worked with individuals who both surprised and inspired 
me.  While policy recommendations are not in the remit of this study, I do hope 
some of the data informs better schooling for working-class students in the future.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A – Approaches to Learner Identities  
 
Theorist General Theory Implications for Learner Identity 
B
o
u
rd
ie
u
 (
1
9
7
7
; 
1
9
9
2
; 
1
9
9
3
; 
2
0
0
1
; 
2
0
0
2
; 
2
0
0
4
) 
• The role of culture  
• Habitus/field  
• Cultural capital 
• Relations between culture and 
class as non-pliable 
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Culture(s) 
• The dynamic between the habitus 
and field, always in process (Reay 
2010: 284) 
• Cultural and social capital 
(Sullivan 2001; Sullivan 2002) 
W
il
li
s 
(1
9
7
7
) 
 
• Use of macro and micro 
perspectives to explore 
education dis-engagement 
• Insight in relation to ongoing 
discussions of structure/agency 
and the question of determinism 
• Class-based Marxist analysis
  
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Conceptions of social mobility and 
economic opportunity 
• Generational messages 
• The role of education in gaining 
employment 
• Subcultural identities and 
subcultural capitals (anti-
authoritarian, humour, 
racism/homophobia, misogyny) 
 
M
a
c
 a
n
 
G
h
a
il
l 
(1
9
9
4
; 
2
0
0
0
; 
2
0
0
8
; 
2
0
1
1
) 
• Relationship between 
masculinity, sexuality and 
schooling 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Subjectivities of masculinity and 
sexuality 
• School regulations and the 
influence of the teacher 
 
H
a
ll
 (
1
9
9
6
) 
 
• Relations between culture and 
class as pliable.   
• Cultures containing a mix of 
contradictory cultural elements 
within different class 
associations 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Coming to terms with our ‘routes’ 
not ‘roots’ 
• Narrativization of the self and 
discourses 
• Different modalities of power and 
difference which render them 
temporary and constantly changing 
"…production of self as an object in 
the world, the practices of self-
constitution, recognition and 
reflection, the relation to the rule, 
alongside the scrupulous attention 
to normative regulation, and the 
constraints of the rules without 
which no 'subjectification' is 
produced" (Hall 1996: 13)  
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D
a
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ie
s 
(1
9
8
9
; 
1
9
9
0
) 
• “Human beings are 
characterized both by 
continuous personal identity and 
by discontinuous personal 
diversity” (Davies and Harre 
1990: 46).   
• Selfhood is the product of 
discursive practices and these 
processes lead to a multiplicity 
of selves   
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• The concept of ‘positioning’ 
(Davies 1989: 229).   
• Subjectivities involve learning 
inclusive and exclusive practices 
and positioning oneself in relation 
to these practices to establish a 
sense of belonging.   
• Agents position themselves 
(‘reflexive positioning’) and are 
positioned by others through social 
interaction (‘interactive 
positioning’) as gendered, classed 
and ethnic individuals.   
• Identity work involves grappling 
with both subjective constraints and 
the constraints of accepted 
discursive practices (Renold 2004). 
 
B
e
rn
st
e
in
 
• In order to understand schools 
as agents of cultural 
transmission educational codes 
must be examined in relation in 
the existing distribution of 
power and control.    
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Language codes 
• Educational knowledge which is 
the most important determinant of 
the structure of school experience 
• Curriculum, pedagogy and 
evaluation 
 
B
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c
k
 (
B
e
c
k
 1
9
9
2
) 
 
• Neoliberalism 
• Individualisation 
• Risk society 
Inequalities by no means 
disappear. They merely become 
redefined in terms of 
individualisation of social risks. 
Result is social problems are 
increasingly perceived in terms 
of psychological dispositions: as 
personal inadequacies, 
anxieties, conflicts and neuroses 
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Identity is shaped by knowledge of 
the market and degree of reflexivity 
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; 
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5
) 
• Hesitancy people self-identify 
through class  
•Desire to see themselves as 
‘outside’ class 
• Ordinariness, average-ness 
and ambivalence in 
downplaying cultural distinction 
• “Class does not determine 
identity, but it is not irrelevant 
either.  It is a resource, a device, 
with which to construct 
identity.” (Savage, Bangall et 
al. 2001: 888) 
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Confronting class threatens 
people's fragile sense of self-dignity 
• Strategies to displace class as 
essential when considering learner 
identity and occupational ambitions 
• Ordinariness, average-ness and 
ambivalence amongst the working-
classes 
 
S
k
e
g
g
s 
(2
0
0
2
) 
 
• How identities are 
constructed; specifically how 
class should be featured more 
prominently in theoretical 
accounts  
• Close examination of how 
class is made and given value 
through culture. 
“We also inherit ways of 
understanding; we inherit the 
meanings associated with social 
positions and positions in 
knowledge.  Each kind of 
capital can only exist in the 
interrelationships of social 
positions; they bring with them 
access to or limitation on which 
capitals are available to certain 
positions. (ibid: 8) 
For Skeggs, “gender, class and 
race are not capitals as such, 
rather they provide the relations 
in which capitals come to be 
organized and valued” (Skeggs 
2002: 9).  
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Critical of reflexivity  
• Fixity and fitting in 
• Restricted resources for self-
making 
• Gender and class must be fused 
together in the study of identity 
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0
0
9
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• Postmodern problematising of 
gender-based theories of 
identity  
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Exploration of student styles 
(golden boy, macho boy, geek, nerd, 
golden girl, mouse, babe, and 
wildcat) which complicates 
connections between school 
rejection and masculinity.  
• Though students may reject 
rejection in gender specific ways, 
educational self-exclusion is not in 
itself a gender specific phenomenon 
as identity is shaped by many 
competing styles 
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2
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; 
2
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6
; 
2
0
1
0
) 
 
• Does not draw on notions of 
masculinities and femininities 
as critical of post-structuralism 
• Places emphasis on the power 
of discourses where discourses 
are “socially organised 
patterns/frameworks of 
language, knowledge and 
meaning.  Discourses constitute 
how particular ways of thinking 
about the world come to be 
taken for granted or seen as 
‘natural’…” (Archer and 
Francis 2007: 26) 
 
Learner identities are influenced by:  
• Argue instead that there is one 
(notional) masculinity and one 
(notional) femininity, constructed as 
oppositional to one another, and 
consequently shifting, but flexible, 
and shaped by discourse. 
• Primary analysis is gender-based 
but acknowledges intersectionality 
• Ultimately, discourses have a 
powerful impact on identity and 
they are “are not fixed or passive 
and they are not simply reproduced.  
Rather, they are ‘active’ in the sense 
that they perform actions, have 
consequences and are subject to 
change and interpretation.” (Archer 
and Francis 2007: 26) 
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1
9
9
6
; 
1
9
9
8
) 
 
• Individual acts as balancing 
cost against benefit 
• Decisions are relational 
processes 
• Recognises agency and choice
  
 
Learner identities are influenced by: 
• Rational choice theory where 
individual acts balance costs against 
benefits to arrive at action that 
maximizes personal advantage 
• Choice, cost, risk; or rather risk 
and cost which shapes choice 
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Appendix B – Letter to Parents or Carers 
 
 
Garth Stahl 
Faculty of Education 
University of Cambridge 
184 Hills Road 
Cambridge 
CB2 8PQ 
UK 
 
 
<Date> 
 
Dear Parent or Carer: 
 
I am conducting a research project at University of Cambridge that will be 
integral to the improvement of teaching and learning for boys.  I ask permission 
for your child to participate in this study, so that their voice can be heard. 
 
This study has received ethical approval from the Faculty of Education at the 
University of Cambridge.  The data will not be shown to anyone outside the 
immediate project team of education professionals, and your child’s anonymity 
will be protected throughout.  Each brief interview will take place during the 
school day; every effort will be made to not interrupt the normal progression of 
teaching and learning.  At the conclusion of the research, results will be made 
available to the school, and – as requested – to parents, carers and students 
involved in the research. 
 
Participation is voluntary and it is your decision whether or not to allow your 
student to take part. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider this proposal and I would be happy to 
answer any questions that you may have either by phone or by email.  To 
withdrawn from the study, please contact me directly (07917450340, 
gs367@cam.ac.uk ). 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Garth Stahl 
PhD Researcher 
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Appendix C – Letter to Headteachers 
 
Garth Stahl 
Faculty of Education 
University of Cambridge 
184 Hills Road 
Cambridge 
CB2 8PQ 
UK 
 
 
<Date> 
 
Dear Mr. _____________: 
 
 
I am writing to you because I am about to undertake a research project on white 
working-class boys’ involvement in education as part of my PhD research at 
University of Cambridge.  Your school has been recommended to me as a suitable 
site in which to conduct my research.  I am writing to you first as a researcher but 
secondly as an English and Sociology teacher, who has worked four years at 
Bacon’s College in Southwark. 
 
The research would involve very little interference.  I would need to conduct the 
following: 
 Observing certain lessons  
 Conducting two rounds of focus groups within the school 
 Access to academic records on participants 
 
All BERA guidelines for research ethics will be dutifully upheld, specifically in 
regards to research protocols, consent, and confidentiality.  
 
It is my hope that you will consider my proposal.  I am hoping to perform this 
research in the summer term during the months of May, June and July (2010) and 
would like to look at Year 10 students and Sixth Form students.  
 
As I can appreciate how pressed you are for time; I shall phone you next week to 
follow-up. 
 
Sincerely yours, 
 
 
 
Garth Stahl 
gs367@cam.ac.uk 
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Appendix D – Information Collection (Stage 7) 
 
Name: ___________________   Age: __________  School: ______________ 
 
Information Sheet:  The following sheet is used to gain more information on 
you as a person.  All information will be kept confidential.  
 
Your Brain: 
What five-eight things would you say are currently floating around in your head 
in school? 
 
 
 
What five-eight things would you say are currently floating around in your head 
outside of school? 
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Section 1: Family and Household 
 
Family Member           Age (approx)         Lives with you?      Occupation                
Education (approx)        
 
_________________     ______              ____________       _______________      
 
_________________     ______              ____________       _______________      
 
_________________     ______              ____________       _______________      
 
_________________     ______              ____________       _______________      
 
Which person in your family would you consider to be the most influential?  
__________________ 
 
What could you do that would truly horrify your parents/family?  
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Were you read to by your parents/siblings when you were a child?  How often?  
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Has your parent’s employment influenced what you want to do in your own 
career? ___________ 
 
 
 Very 
strongly 
agree 
 
 
Agree 
Partly 
agree/Partly 
disagree 
 
Disagree 
Very 
strongly 
disagree 
It is much better for 
everyone if the man earns 
the money and the woman 
takes care of the home and 
family 
 
     
I would be more comfortable 
with a male boss than a 
female boss 
 
     
Men are more decisive in 
crisis situations than women 
 
     
Men are inclined by nature 
to be more truthful and 
direct than women 
 
     
Success in his work has to 
be a man's central goal in 
this life 
 
     
A man should always try to      
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project an air of confidence 
even if he does not really 
feel confident inside 
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Section 2: Schooling 
Primary School(s) _______________          Secondary School(s) ____________           
 
What would help you in your schooling that is not being done? 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
If there was an after school club entitled ‘How to get ahead in life’ would you 
attend? 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Other Students: 
Look at the list below of student groups then answer the two questions that 
follow: 
 
Asian boys                                            Asian girls 
Afro-Caribbean boys                            Afro-Caribbean girls 
White boys                                           White girls 
Middle-class students                           Working-class students 
 
Which student group in your opinion works the hardest at school and gets the best 
results?   
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Which student group has the best behaviour?  
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 Very 
strongly 
agree 
 
 
Agree 
Partly 
agree/Partly 
disagree 
 
Disagree 
Very 
strongly 
disagree 
People in my family have 
been treated fairly at work 
no matter how much 
education they have 
 
     
Education is the key to 
success in the future 
 
     
Achievement and effort in 
school lead to a job 
success later on 
 
     
The way for poor people 
to become more middle 
class is for them to get a 
good education. 
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Success in school is not 
necessarily a clear path to 
a better life. 
 
     
When I try hard I can do 
almost anything 
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Section 3: Social Life 
Typically when you go out to socialize… 
 
Do you stay close to your neighbourhood or do you go quite far?  
______________________________   
 
If you do go far, how far do you usually go and how often? 
____________________________________ 
 
Where do you socialise?  List common locations:  
____________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________ 
 
Sexually active?   Yes / No 
 
Relationship status?       Single    /   Dating    /    In a Committed Relationship  
 
Sleeping 
Sleep – average hours per night?  ___________ 
 
 
 Very 
strongly 
agree 
 
 
Agree 
Partly 
agree/Partly 
disagree 
 
Disagree 
Very 
strongly 
disagree 
It is essential for a guy 
to get respect from 
others 
 
     
A guy will lose respect 
if he talks about his 
problems 
 
     
I admire a guy who is 
totally sure of himself 
 
     
A young man should be 
physically tough even if 
he’s not big 
 
     
It bothers me when a 
guy acts like a girl 
 
     
Men should be 
physically tough 
 
     
I admire men who are 
physically tough 
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Is it more important to keep to yourself or to be social? 
 
Is it more important to have dreams or have practical goals? 
 
Is it more important to have a loyalty to self or a loyalty to others? 
 
Is it more important to be competitive at sport or to be competitive in life? 
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Appendix E – GCSE Equivalent Results for Young People by 
Gender, Referenced by Location of Educational Institution  
Table 10 - GCSE and Equivalent Results for Young People by Gender, Referenced by Location 
of Educational Institution 
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Appendix F - Problematising the using of typologies 
Gender must be understood as a performance, an achievement, and as socially 
constructed; gender is relational, arising out of the multiplicity of interactions and 
relationships between individuals, rather than as a role to be learned or as  a 
biological characteristic of a person (Connell et al).  In The Making of Men: 
Masculinities, Sexualities and Schooling, Mac an Ghaill exemplifies how schools 
and teachers actively contribute to the formation of masculinities in addition to 
the peer group’s social power.  As is common in the discourse, Mac an Ghaill 
(1994) uses typologies – specifically ‘Macho Lads’ with their “fighting, fucking 
and football”; the ‘Academic Achievers’ with their social mobility outlook; the 
‘New Entrepreneurs’ and their keen passion for technology; and the middle-class 
‘Real Englishmen’ akin to Aggleton’s ‘rebels’86 – to classify the white, Asian and 
African-Caribbean working-class boys.  Additionally Sewell (1997) focuses on 
‘conformists,’ ‘innovators,’ ‘retreatists’ and ‘rebels’ (78).  Typologies, which can 
often “mask complex meaning” serve as a convenient “heuristic device” (Sewell  
1997: 76) and as a way to analyse how masculine identities are established.  For 
both Mac an Ghaill and Sewell their typologies, which are primarily establ ished 
along the praxis of sexuality or racial identity, are broad and not completely 
homogenous. Neither theorist acknowledges if these typologies serve as both 
learner identities and social identities, or where the overlaps are and, more 
importantly, what the effects of the overlaps are. 
 
Perhaps the use of typologies originated with Willis’s (1977) simple binary of 
‘lads’ and ‘ear’oles’; regardless, within the field of masculine analyses of 
schooling, the use of typologies remains very prevalent.  However, I would agree 
with Swain’s argument that typologies can run the risk of being too “simplistic, 
limiting, and restrictive and unable adequately to illustrate the real-life 
complexities of pupil identities that were often multiple, fluid, and contradictory”  
(2006: 335).    Typologies, as theoretical tools, were furthered by Jenkins’ ‘lads’, 
‘citizens’ or ‘ordinary kids’; Connell’s (1989) ‘cool guys,’ ‘swots’ and ‘wimps’; 
Renold’s (1999) “tough-guys/footballers” and the “geeks” and Martino’s (1999) 
“cool boys,” “party animals,” “squids,” and “poofters”.  As a heuristic device, I 
                                                 
86 Mac an Ghaill considers Aggleton’s work to be on the working-class, while Aggleton considers his work to be on the “new middle class” (Aggleton 1987). 
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believe typologies present identity – specifically gendered identity – as being too 
fixed and, also, fail to account for intersectional analysis of class, gender and 
ethnicity.  Typologies ‘box’ things and beg the question as to  if there is 
movement between such boxes and, if so, how much movement.  Typologies also 
have implications with analyses of learner identities, which can alter dramatically 
depending on classroom, school context, and certain capitals and/or aptitudes.  
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Appendix G - Occupational Masculinities 
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Appendix H - Working Class Masculinities 
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Appendix I - Masculinity Variations 
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Appendix J - Media Masculinities 
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